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Abstract

A Tale of Two Sisters:
Mary and Martha of Bethany and the Construction of Christian Discipleship

By Jennifer S. Wyant

The story of Mary and Martha and their brief encounter with Jesus in Luke 10:38-42 is a familiar
one in both ecclesial and academic circles. In recent years, however, this story has been
interpreted primarily through the lens of gender issues. Within ecclesial settings, too often the
text is read as solely instructive for women’s behaviors. This, in turn, has led to feminist scholars
resisting this reading, arguing instead for the historical role of Mary and Martha in the early
Christian church. While these two groups operate from drastically different starting points, their
shared exegetical framework has led to this text being pigeon-holed as a “women’s text” relevant
only to women Christians and women scholars. A study of the reception history of Luke 10:38-
42 reveals this gendered framework to be a relatively recent development, with most Christian
interpreters throughout history choosing to focus on the role Mary and Martha within
constructions of Christian discipleship. This dissertation, beginning with Origen and moving
through to the Reformation, reveals a number of diverse and creative interpretations from the
patristic and medieval periods that have too often been dismissed by modern scholars. | argue
that by placing these pre-critical interpretations in conversation with modern interpretative
concerns, new exegetical frameworks are opened for interpreting the story of Mary and Martha
of Bethany. In this way, the two sisters are permitted to speak on issues beyond questions of
gender in the church and can instead speak to both genders on the nature of discipleship in Luke-
Acts and within Christianity more broadly.
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Chapter One: A New Problem, An Old Answer

“Every generation almost since the beginning of Christianity has tried to fit the story of Mary
and Martha to its needs and to find in it a meaning suited to the Christian life of its time.

“But in the history of oppression, simplistic views do as much damage as sophisticated ones,
perhaps more.””

The Passage: Luke 10:38-42

Mary and Martha’s famous encounter with Jesus is only briefly described in the Third
Gospel. Unlike the story of the two sisters in John 11:1-44, the entire Lukan account is only five
short verses, nestled between the Parable of the Good Samaritan and the Lord’s Prayer. Despite
its brevity and familiarity, this story contains a paradox which speaks to the difficulty of grasping
the nature of being a disciple in Luke. This particular pericope appears only in Luke’s gospel
and can be divided into three sections: Jesus’s welcome into Martha’s house (v. 38), a
description of Mary and Martha’s actions (vs. 39-40a) and Martha’s complaint and Jesus’s

response (vs. 40b-42) that Mary has chosen the better part.*

38 Ev 8¢ 1(® mopevecshot adTtovg adTog 38 And as they were traveling, he went into a
gloNABev gig kOuNV TV yovn 8€ Tig Ovopott | certain village, where a woman named Martha
MépOa Hredé€ato ovTovS. welcomed him.

39 kai tide NV adedpn Karkovuévn Mopiap, 39 And she had a sister named Mary, who sat
[] xai Topakabecbeica mpog Tovg TOdag Tod | at the feet of the Lord and listened to his
KLpiov fikovev TOV Adyov avtod. 40 1 6 words. 40 But Martha was worried about her

2 Giles Constable, Three Studies in Religious and Social Thought (New York: Cambridge, 1995), 141.

3 Loveday C. Alexander, “Sisters in Adversity” in A Feminist Companion to Luke, ed. by Amy Jill Levine, (New
York: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 202.

* Of course, as already mentioned, John’s gospel also features Mary and Martha of Bethany in John 11:1-44, but that
story is focused on the resurrection of Lazarus and the sister’s reaction to Jesus and his delay. This will be discussed
in later chapters.

® Textual variant: several manuscripts (A, D, K, P, lat, sy, bo) included &ig tov olkov avtig at the end of the v. 38.
Bovon argues against Metzger that this phrase was original, only to be dropped later because it seemed redundant as
the verb vmodéyopon (to welcome) implied that Jesus was being welcomed into her house. This variant will be
discussed in great detail in chapter 2. See Francois Bovon, A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke. 3 vols. Hermeneia,
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013), 2:70 fn 20.



MépBa meplecndito mepl TOAAV dtokoviov:

gmiotdion 88 elmev: KOPIE, OO PEAEL GOl BTL T
G0EAPN LoV UOVNV UE KATEMTEV O10KOVELV;
gime ovv a1t tva pot cuvavtihapnron. 41
dmokpideic 8¢ elmev avtii 6 KOprog- MépbOa.
MépOa, pepiuvic koi BopoPaln® mepi moArd,
42 €vodg 8¢ éotwv ypeio- Moptap yap Thv
ayaOnv pepida £EeAéEato fiTig ovK
apapednoeTon adTHC.

many tasks.

And she came and said, “Lord, does it not
concern you that my sister has left me alone to
serve? Tell her then to help me.” 41 And
Jesus, answering her, said, “Martha, Martha,
you are anxious and concerned about many
things, 42 but there is need of only one. For
Mary has chosen the better part, which will
not be taken away from her.

This passage and the numerous ways it has been interpreted throughout history is the subject of
this dissertation. Specifically, | seek to engage the sharply divided contemporary hermeneutics
surrounding Luke 10:38-42 by examining pre-modern approaches, in order to open up new
liberative ways of reading the story of the two sisters and their strange encounter with Jesus.

The Question: Are you a Mary or a Martha?

At one time or another, most Christian women in the United States will be asked to
ponder this question when reading about the two sisters from Bethany. It is a weighted question,
one that often carries with it many assumptions about the correct way to live as a female
Christian. Women who are Marthas are seen as busy perfectionists; they work too hard and
complain too much. Marys, on the other hand, are quiet and laid-back; they make sure to have
personal quiet time with Jesus every day. They might still complete their daily tasks, but they
would never let it get in the way of their faith. Marys are the very best of Christian women, while

Marthas, despite their productivity, are often treated as though they have come up short. Thus, in

® This is a hapax legomenon. Several scribes (A, K, P, f13, etc) appear to have changed it to TopPaletv, the more
common verb.

" There is a complicated textual critical problem here. In NA28’s critical apparatus, there are three variant readings:
1) an omission of the entire phrase “uepyuvac kai Oopvaln mepi ToALG, Evog 8¢ éotiv ypeia” (attested to by D and
Ambrose), 2) dAtyov ¢ éotv ypeia (normally attested to in Origen), and 3) dAtyov 8¢ €otwv ypeia 1j €vog (attested to
in Basil, Jerome and Cassian). See my discussion in chapter 2.



the life of many Christian women, the question of which sister you are (or perhaps which one
you are trying to be) is a serious one.

The popularity of this question has even led to the creation of personality quizzes one can
easily find online or in the pages of Mary/Martha themed devotionals. Mimicking the style of
magazine quizzes designed to tell you your face shape or your dream vacation, these quizzes aim
at helping women discover which sister they favor. One particular quiz asks a series of questions
directed at helping uncover one’s basic nature:®

« When life gets busy, does your time with God tend to get pushed aside?
o Overall, would you say that you tend to be a worrier?

« Do you find at times that you are easily angered by others?

o Would you say that it’s easy for you to see others faults?

« Do you like to create art or make to-do lists?

If a woman answers yes to any of the above questions, then the quiz reveals that she is a
Martha, and by extension, she likely enjoys going to choir practice and making to-do lists over
prayer and devotions.® Such labeling implies this woman’s faith is somehow inferior to the
Marys of the group, because she struggles with anger, worry and an overly critical spirit. She has
let her daily tasks overwhelm her deeper purpose which is to spend time with God. The subtext
of this quiz and the question more broadly is a warning not to be too much like Martha.
However, most women are assumed to be Marthas, as they are expected to be in charge of the
house, the entertaining, and the never-ending list of tasks. This leads to an inevitable tension and
a double burden placed upon women: you are a Martha, but you should want to be a Mary. As

Joanna Weaver writes in her devotional, Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World:

8 «“Are a Mary or Martha?” http://aproverbs31wife.com/mary-martha/ This blog post was a guest post by Jane
Martin who at the time of writing this post was affiliated with MaryandMartha.com, a direct sales website that sells
Christian home decor.

9 Ibid.



http://aproverbs31wife.com/mary-martha/

Perhaps no passage of Scripture better describes the conflict we feel as women
than the one we find in gospel of Luke. Just mention the names Mary and Martha
around a group of Christian women and you’ll get knowing looks and nervous
giggles. We’ve all felt the struggle. We want to worship like Mary, but the
Martha inside keeps bossing us around.°

This struggle between being Martha but wanting to be Mary, is a central discussion point
surrounding Luke 10:38-42 in many modern evangelical circles. Women are expected to do all
the things that Marthas do but to do them with a Mary-spirit. Women are called to live in this
tension as they struggle to overcome their more Martha-like natures.

A particularly notable example of this interpretation can be found in the writing of the
popular women’s writer and speaker, Beth Moore, who has returned to this story numerous
times. In her devotional, Jesus, the One and Only, she acknowledges the vast time difference
between the world of Mary and Martha and her modern audience, but she still argues that from
this story we can see that while “our culture might be completely different, women have had the
same challenges from the beginning of time.”*! She then offers a gentle critique to the Marys
who might be too busy praying to keep a clean and hospitable home, and then turns to criticize
the Marthas who allow themselves to be overly preoccupied with domestic and even ministerial
tasks. She argues that if Martha had completed her preparations before Jesus arrived then she too
could have sat at his feet like her sister.? God is doubly honored by the person who is able to
prepare in such a way that she is distraction-free when the correct moment arrives to worship
God. According to Moore, a woman should organize her life in a such way that she can be

prepared to be a wonderful hostess at all times and not be distracted by all that might require.

10 Joanna Weaver, Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World: Finding Intimacy with God in the Busyness of Life,
(Colorado Springs CO: Waterbrook, 2000), 3.

11 Beth Moore, Jesus, the One and Only, (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing, 2013), 200. We will return to Moore’s
interpretation in chapter 6.

12 1bid, 201.



Moore makes clear that Martha’s work is good and honorable. Her mistake, and the mistake of
all Marthas out there, is to place more emphasis on the work than on a heart-to-heart relationship
with Jesus Christ.’®> Moore’s conclusion is that all Christian women should strive to be both a
Martha and Mary so that one can honor and love Christ to the fullest. While many of Moore’s
more nuanced points about finding ways to sit with Christ even in the midst of work could be
easily be directed toward Christian men as well, she repeatedly directs her arguments to women
in today’s busy world.

Moore concisely presents the most frequent approach toward interpreting these verses
within evangelical culture. The sentiment that this story can be directly applied to the lives of
Christian women in the 21st century has led it to be firmly and almost exclusively located in the
sphere of women’s ministry. This story is for women. It represents a paradigm in which women
readers are asked to place themselves in the position of Mary and Martha and live their lives
accordingly.

The Rejoinder: The Feminists Respond

Feminist biblical scholars have responded to this line of interpretation, criticizing the
double burden it places on women. Elisabeth Schussler-Fiorenza has noted that for some women
this interpretation has led to an undercurrent of resentment toward the Marys, who seemingly do
less for the Lord and yet are given more praise. More commonly, however, this has led to deep
feelings of inadequacy for many women as they struggle to be both sisters at once, an
evangelical version of trying to “have it all.”** She argues:

Protestant interpreters... insist that women must fulfill their duties as
housekeepers. Nevertheless, they must not overdo it. In other words, they

13 1hi

Ibid.
14 Elisabeth Schussler-Fiorenza, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon Press,
1992), 55



should be accomplished hostesses of the dinner parties and church suppers but
they should take some time out to “listen, pray and learn.”*®

Most feminist scholars agree that this reading is harmful because it places an unnecessary and
unrealistic burden on women, exemplifying a larger hermeneutic of the Bible that has privileged
men and attempted to marginalize women. It follows that this reading should be corrected. Thus,
over the past 40 years, many feminist scholars have attempted to offer a more liberative reading
of Luke 10:38-42, one that recognizes the vital, but often ignored, role women have played in the
Church.

However, while most agree that there is a problem with the conventional interpretation,
there has been little agreement as to how to redeem or properly read this text. Two brief
examples of feminist argumentation must suffice. One approach blames the problems in the text
on the author of Luke and his misogynistic tendencies: Luke directly contributed to the
oppression of women. The most prominent voice for this view is Schussler-Fiorenza herself. She
argues that Luke intentionally sets the two sisters against one another, in order to create conflict
between women leaders in the early church. She concludes: “[Luke essentially] pits the apostolic
women of the Jesus movement against each other...Its rhetorical interests are to silence women
leaders like Martha and at the same time to extol the silent and subordinate behavior of Mary.” 16
For Schussler-Fiorenza, this text has always carried within it the intent to silence women. It

reinforces the societal norms of the time and intentionally ignores the large roles Mary and

Martha played in the early church. There is no redeeming the text itself. In order to redeem the

15 1bid, 58. For similar statements of unease with typical interpretations of this passage see Robert Price, The Widow
Traditions in Luke-Acts: A Feminist-Critical Survey, 178; Veronica Koperski, “Women and Discipleship in Luke
10:38-42 and Acts 6:1-7: The Literary Context of Luke-Acts” in A Feminist Companion to Luke, 162 and Elisabeth
Moltmann-Wendel, The Women Around Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1982), 52.

16 Elizabeth Schussler-Fiorenza, “A feminist critical interpretation for liberation: Martha and Mary, Lk 10:38-42.”
Religion and Intellectual Life 3 (1986): 32.



story it tells, Schussler-Fiorenza argues that women must re-imagine a completely new version.
Thus, in her interpretation, she stresses the emphasis on Martha’s service, diakovia, and argues
that this reveals the ministry of Word and Table in which Martha historically participated. Once
one recognizes this idea and erases the patriarchal structure in which this story is placed, one can
retell the story in a way that honors the important and vibrant ministries of both sisters. Here is

an excerpt of her re-telling:

| am Martha, the founder of the church in Bethany and the sister of Mary, the
evangelist. All kinds of men are writing down the stories about Jesus but they don't
get it right. Some use even our very own name to argue against women's leadership
in the movement...They had been travelling for a long time when they finally came
to our village. I invited them to join my sister Mary and me. Jesus and the disciples
with him sat down and began talking. Mary sat at the teacher's feet and | joined her
in asking him about his latest journeys...By the time the teacher finished this story
evening had approached and it was time for sharing the meal. | asked Jesus if he
would stay to eat with us. He said yes, and added: "Martha, don't go to a lot of
trouble. Whatever you were going to have will be fine. Let me help you.’

As one can see, this is a dramatic departure from the original text of Luke 10:38-42, but a
legitimate reading, if one believes that the text itself has been corrupted.

On the other side of the spectrum, one discovers an apologetic reading in which the Third
Gospel is seen as being entirely favorable to women. Many scholars hold this more apologetic
view and have argued that it is the interpretations that are flawed, not the author and that Luke
actually creates a world in which women are able to move above typical gender roles by
engaging in scholastic study and not typical domestic duties.'® Luke is more of a liberator of

women than an oppressor.

17 1hi
Ibid, 35.

18 1t should be noted that this reflects a larger debate about Luke’s treatment of women in his gospel. Scholarship is

still divided on whether Luke is affirming of the ministries of his women characters or attempting to erase them. For



For instance, Irene Brennan argues that this story and others in the gospels offer an
important corrective to a modern patriarchal culture that actively diminishes women’s voices:

When Jesus quietly chides Martha for her insistence that Mary take the traditional

woman'’s role, he makes it clear that he himself admits Mary into full discipleship.

In so doing, Christ admits a woman to an equal place with men in that preparation

which will enable her to be actively engaged in the establishment of the Kingdom.*®

In Brennan’s reading, the story reflects an alternative historical reality in which women were
admitted into the inner circles of Jesus’s ministry. She argues that later glosses on this text are to
blame for the current misinterpretations. At its core, the story of Mary and Martha at Bethany
contains a liberative message for women.

Between these two poles, one can find almost every variation of these views as feminist
scholars debate how Luke 10:38-42 can be read in relation to the role of women then and now.?°
However, what is most interesting about this debate is not the multitude of potential readings of
Luke 10:38-42, but rather how each is focused, in one way or another, on answering a specific
set of questions, namely what Luke 10:38-42 can reveal to us about women in the early church.
In fact, most modern biblical scholarship on Luke 10:38-42 intersects with the issue of women in

the New Testament.?! In one sense, this is logical as this story does feature two named women.

But such a tight focus leads to ignoring much of the richness of Luke 10:38-42. In many ways,

a summary of this debate, see J. Schaberg, ‘Luke’ in The Women'’s Bible Commentary. eds Carol Newsom and
Sharon Ringe. (London: SPCK; Louisville, KY: Westminister, 1992), 275-304.

19 Irene Brennan, “Women in the Gospels,” The New BlackFriars 52 (1971): 293.

20 See Barbara Reid, Choosing the Better Part: Women in Gospel of Luke, Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996;
Robert M. Price, The Widow Tradition in Luke-Acts: A Feminist-Critical Survey. SBLDS 155; (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1997), 175-190; Turid Karlsen Seim, The Double Message: Patterns of Gender in Luke-Acts, Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1994, Warren Carter, “Getting Martha out of the Kitchen” in A Feminist Companion to Luke, ed.
Amy Jill Levine, (New York: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 214-231. In particular, see Veronica Koperski, “Women
in Discipleship in Luke 10:38-42 and Acts 6:1-7” in A Feminist Companion to Luke, ed. Amy Jill Levine, (New
York: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 161-196 for an overview on some of the more recent contributions. These views
and several others will be discussed in greater detail in the final chapter.

21 There are, of course, other discussions about this passage, most notably within Lukan commentaries. The
commentary tradition on this passage has focused on the following interpretative issues: form and source criticism,
redaction criticism and its relationship to other NT passages. These will be discussed in greater depth in chapter 2.



this story appears to linger in the niche market of “texts about women’s issues,” allowing the
majority of Lukan studies to ignore the text. Thus, one can see that even in feminist studies,
Luke 10:38-42 primarily operates as a story about women for women, though the focus has
shifted from paradigms for contemporary behavior to historical claims about women’s roles.

While feminist readings are not oppressive or limiting of women in the same way as their
Protestant evangelical counterparts, they reveal the same central issue: that Luke 10:38-42 has
been limited to its contribution to gendered issues. The passage’s potential contribution to the
question of discipleship in Luke, and the nature of Christian discipleship more broadly, has been
mostly ignored both in modern Protestant teaching and preaching, and in significant parts of
biblical scholarship.
A New (Old) Approach: Finding a New Way to Discuss Luke 10:38-42

In order to enable a new way of reading this story, | undertake studying some very old
ways of reading it. To that end, | present and analyze different pre-modern interpretations of the
story of Mary and Martha. In the substantial reception history of this story, the passage has been
placed in a number of different contexts and produced a range of interpretations, primarily on
issues related to Christian discipleship. Consider, for example, Origen’s interpretation from the

3rd century:

You might reasonably take Martha to stand for action and Mary for
contemplation. For the mystery of love is lost to the active life unless one directs
his teaching, and his exhortation to action, toward contemplation. For, there is no
action without contemplation or contemplation without action. But we should
say that Martha received the word more somatically, in her house, that is, in her
soul, whereas Mary heard it spiritually, even if she sat at his feet. This means,
she had already passed beyond what was handed down by way of introduction
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according to the plan of salvation, since she had put aside the things of a child
but had not yet received what was perfect.??

Origen presents the paradigmatic nature of Mary and Martha as one of action and contemplation,
spirituality and physicality, rather than two different types of female service. The women
represent basic forms of Christianity. He does not mention the kitchen. Neither does he make
allowances for their gender. He does not minimize or apologize for their respective roles. Gender
is, at most, a secondary point in the larger argument. Or consider this later comment from
Meister Eckhart in the 13th century:

Martha was afraid her sister would remain clinging to consolation and
sweetness, and she wished her to become as she herself was. This is why Christ
said, “She has chosen the best part,” as if to say, “Cheer up, Martha; this will
leave her. The most sublime thing that can happen to a creature shall happen to
her: She shall become as happy as you...Mary sat at the feet of the Lord and
listened to his words,” and learned....But afterward, when she had
learned,...then she really for the first time began to serve....Thus do the saints
become saints; not until then do they really begin to practice virtue.?

In this sermon, we find an almost opposite reading of Luke 10:38-42 with respect to which sister
represents greater progress in their Christian faith. Martha is elevated here as being farther along
in her Christian journey and Mary is still needing space to learn. However, like Origen, their
gender is neither an advantage nor a hindrance within the larger argument. Not their gender but
their understanding of the Christian faith, is the central idea. Moreover, these are both sermons
which appear to be directed to all Christians and women are never explicitly called out as being
the target audience.

These authors and others will be discussed in greater detail in the coming chapters, but |

mention them here to illustrate the fact that most, if not all, pre-Reformation readings of Luke

22 Origen, Fr.Luc 171. Origen and the influence of his interpretation will be a core part of chapter three.
23 Meister Eckhart, Sermon 86.
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10:38-42 present Mary and Martha as models of discipleship. To be sure, patristic and medieval
interpretations vary. Some interpreters elevate Mary, while others focus on Martha. Some take a
more literal approach to highlight the importance of hospitality in discipleship, while others
present a more spiritualized reading. What remains consistent is a focus on the nature of
discipleship for all Christians and a lack of specifically gendered interpretation.

| propose in this dissertation that pre-modern interpretations of Luke 10:38-42 offer a
way forward in reclaiming this story as one that is important for questions of discipleship, both
ancient and modern. Within the history of interpretation, one finds this text being used to debate
questions of eschatology, practical theology, and the nature of salvation among others. Pre-
modern readers were by no means flawless. Many of them were deeply sexist. Nor do | suggest
that we should attempt to reclaim pre-modern modes of reading Scripture. Instead, my project
seeks to bring those earlier interpretations back into the conversation about Luke 10:38-42. They
offer an important corrective to modern protestant readings, and they offer feminist readers a
way to talk about Mary and Martha in a way that still elevates them but also highlights their
influence on the shape of Christian understandings of discipleship. Pre-modern interpretations
help us see that while this text is gendered (women are the central figures), the primary meaning
of the text is not gendered. Using women characters, the passage speaks to both men and women
about the nature of Christian discipleship. The old ways of reading offer new insight into our
postmodern readings of this story. They offer us alternate ways to explore this text, so that we
might better “hold it up to light?* and explore its nuances.

To summarize, my argument is that in patristic and medieval readings, the women of the

story were considered as models of discipleship, whereas in contemporary piety/feminist

24 Billy Collins, “Introduction to Poetry” from The Apple that Astonished Paris. (Little Rock, University of
Arkansas: 2006), 58.
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readings, this element had been lost or ignored. The earlier way of reading Luke 10:38-42 should
be retrieved, because it comes closer to Luke's own concern in the passage. The goal is to bring
this passage out of subset of a texts labeled women’s issues and back into broader conversations
about discipleship in both Luke-Acts and Christianity more broadly.

A Question and a Concern

The question driving this project is a simple one: Should Luke 10:38-42 be read primarily
in terms of gender and gender roles? Or, are there other meaningful interpretations that have
been hidden by the current discussions about the role of women in the first century and in the
modern era? This dissertation seeks to examine what happens when this text is read not against
the backdrop of gender but against the backdrop of discipleship.

In many ways, | echo the concerns of many feminist critical readings of Luke 10:38-42.
Feminist-critical readings have been important for elevating the roles for women that previously
were ignored, and they have been essential in identifying the patriarchal premises that have
dominated modern evangelical readings. But | argue that this text has in fact been pigeonholed,
leading to it only being relevant for the discussion of gender and little else. Mostly, the potential
of this passage for understanding discipleship in Luke has been slighted. It is, indeed, a form of
sexism to allow a passage that predominantly features women disciples to be written off as a
niche text, only interesting to those who are concerned about women’s ministry in the early
church.

Similarly, evangelical Protestantism has removed this text from larger discussions about
the question of discipleship. It is a woman’s text for women. Mary and Martha retain their

paradigmatic stature, but only for women in the household. This passage is a popular one for
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women’s devotions and retreats, but, significantly, not for sermons. After all, the paradigm only
applies to women, not to their male counterparts.
What Has Been Done: History of Research

While a more detailed analysis of the immense history of research conducted on this
passage will be discussed throughout this project, this section seeks to provide a wide overview
of the predominant streams of research on Luke 10:38-42. These streams are loosely defined
here as historical critical approaches, literary approaches, textual criticism and reception history.
In this section, | will present a brief overview of the major figures in these streams in order to
show where my own research both intersects and diverges from these previous projects.
Historical Critical Approaches

In recent years, the predominant focus of most studies of Luke 10:38-42 has been
historical in nature, as researchers have attempted to uncover the historical ministries of
Christian women during the first century. In particular, these studies have focused on Martha’s
role in diaxovia and Mary’s role as a student of Jesus in order to uncover what ministries women
participated in and how these ministries were received by their male counterparts. Thus, a large
number of scholarly historical treatments of Luke 10:38-42 center on discovering Luke’s
position on the assumed disagreement in the early church on how women were allowed to serve.
As Warren Carter notes, the primary question has become: “Is Luke an oppressor or a
liberator?”’?

As already briefly discussed, Schussler-Fiorenza analyzes this question from a historical

perspective in a number of different books and articles.?® In each, she famously argues that

25 Warren Carter, “Getting Martha Out of the Kitchen: Luke 10:38-42 Again” A Feminist Companion to Luke, Amy
Jill Levine (ed), (New York: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 214.

26 Elizabeth Schussler-Fioreza. But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation. (Boston: Beacon Press,
1992), 54-76; “A feminist critical interpretation for liberation: Martha and Mary: Lk 10:38-42” Religion and
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Martha’s role in serving reflected an active role in Word and Table ministries for both the
historical Martha and for other women in the early church and that Luke’s own patriarchal
impulses led him to attempt to erase those ministries.?” She grounds her argument in the assertion
that by the time Luke constructed his gospel, the term dwokovia had come to refer to eucharistic
ministry in house churches and included already a proclamation of the Word alongside the
Table.?8 She argues that Luke is deeply uncomfortable with this role for women and thus
attempts to marginalize Martha in his depiction of her in 10:38-42. In her view, Luke constructs
his narrative in a such way as to silence her, and through her he attempts to erase all the voices of
women ministers in the first century.?® This conclusion leads to her claim that the text needs to
be reconstructed to better reflect the historical reality of both Martha and Mary, but also to honor
the roles women held in the first century.

Other scholars have found a more complicated role for Luke in his depiction of Mary and
Martha and have pushed back against Schussler-Fiorenza’s claims about diokovia. In particular,
Barbara Reid and Turid Seim in their respective works argue that it is unclear whether diokovia
refers in this instance to table ministry and a subsequent leadership role.®® However, they both
agree that this text reveals the complexities of women’s ministries in the first century. Reid

argues that what is at stake in this passage is not the question of whether or not women were

Intellectual Life 3 (1986): 21-36; In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Constructions of Christian Origins.
(New York: Crossroads Publishing, 1984), and “The Practice of Biblical Interpretation: Luke 10:38-42” in The Bible
and Liberation: Political and Social Hermeneutics. Eds N.K. Gottwald and R. A. Horsley (Maryknoll: Orbis Books,
1992), 172-197.

27 Schussler-Fiorenza, But She Said, 58-60.

28 This argument is rooted in readings of Acts 6:1-7 and the service to the widows. She heavily draws upon John
Collins’s work, Diakonia: Reinterpreting the Ancient Sources (New York: Oxford University, 1995), 77-95.
Diakonia as a concept within Luke-Acts will be discussed at greater length in chapter two.

29 Schussler-Fiorenza, But She Said, 63.

30 Barbara Reid, Choosing the Better Part: Women in the Gospel of Luke (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996),
147-48 and Turid Seim, The Double Message: Patterns of Gender in Luke-Acts (Edinburgh: T& T Clark, 1994),
100-101.
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regarded as Jesus’s disciples, but what ministries women were allowed to participate in as a
result of that discipleship on this issue.®* She holds that the early church was not clearly unified
in its views on this issue and that the author of Luke, like the author of the pastorals, sought to
limit women’s ministries.>? Luke’s depiction of the story reflects Martha’s distress that Mary was
being forced into a silent role, but that Jesus ultimately affirms this as the better role. Reid
emphasizes that this depiction of women in ministry only represents one side of the argument
and that by engaging with other depictions of women in the New Testament, one can find a more
realistic picture of women engaged in numerous ministries across the early church.?

Seim also argues that the roles of women in the first century church was a complex issue
with numerous competing values at play. She ultimately concludes that Luke was a neutral
figure, not attempting to either oppress or liberate women. She writes:

It is a preposterous simplification to ask whether Luke’s writings were friendly
or hostile to women...the tension in Luke’s narrative has indeed shown itself to
be ambivalent evidence of both strong traditions about women on one hand and
of the social and ideological controls that brought women to silence.®*

Thus, in Luke 10:38-42, Seim argues that Luke’s depiction of Mary and Martha was not
intentionally constructed to limit the leadership roles for women. Rather for Seim, Martha is
indicative of a historical group of Christian women engaged with service and care of others,
while Mary is indicative of women who were students and recipients (but not preachers) of the
gospel message.® According to her, this explains the tension between Martha, who is engaged in

ministry, and Mary, who is a silent observer, as it is reflective of the community which produced

31 Reid, Choosing the Better Part, 154-55.
%2 |bid, 154.

% Ibid, 159-60.

34 Seim, The Double Message, 249.

% ibid, 101-118.
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Luke. These roles were complex and based on societal norms on when women could speak or
not, as revealed further in the New Testament in the letters of Paul. Seim’s work reconstructing
the roles of Christian women in the first century is particularly careful and detailed, and her
claims about Luke being a more neutral figure are particularly compelling.

Seim has often been criticized for constructing a false dichotomy between Christian
women and Jewish women.® She argues that Jewish women, as discussed in rabbinic literature,
were prohibited from learning and participating in any forms of leadership. Thus, Christian
women'’s ability to learn and participate in service marks a significant difference between
Christianity and Judaism in the first century. This move has been severely questioned and
critiqued since it unnecessarily elevates Christianity over Judaism. It is historically inaccurate to
suppose that by allowing Mary to listen to his teaching, Jesus was participating in an
extraordinary liberative act that was always denied Jewish women.3” As Stephen Davies notes, in
order to make this claim, “One must overlook the fact that listening to men is far from an
unusual or liberated role for a woman...Unless it can be shown that such charismatic individuals
9538

normally refused to instruct women, then the portrait simply reflects reality as Luke knew it.

However, not all scholars agree that this dichotomy is inherently anti-Semitic; both Joel Green

36 Seim is in no way unique in this regard; several prominent readers of this text have argued that this passage points
to the liberation of Christian women from the oppressive conditions endured by Jewish women, usually derived
from readings of rabbinic texts that excluded women from learning. For other examples see Irene Brennan, “Women
in the Gospels” New Black Friars 52 (1971), 293; Richard J. Cassidy, Jesus, Politics and Society: A Study of Luke’s
Gospel (MaryKnoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1978) 36; Frederick W. Danker, Jesus and the New Age: A Commentary on
St. Luke’s Gospel,(Philadelphia, Fortress, 1988) 224-226.

37 For another brief example of this interpretation in modern scholarship, see Fitzmyer: “Moreover, Jesus in this
scene does not hesitate to depict a woman as a disciple sitting at Jesus’s feet...Jesus rather encourages a woman to
learn from him, contrast the attitude of the sages of Jewish rabbinic tradition (892). For a deeper look at this view in
scholarship see Koperski, “Luke 10:38-42 and Acts 6:1-6”, 164-167.

38 Stephen Davies, “Third Gospel and New Testament Apocrypha” in ‘Women Like This: New Perspectives on
Jewish Women in the Greco-Roman World, ed. Amy-Jill Levine, (SBL Early Judaism and its Literature, 1; Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1991), 186. Schussler-Fiorenza similarly argues: “A feminist critical hermeneutics of liberation
must, however, reject such an anti-Jewish interpretation since it seeks to eliminate the oppression and marginality of
Christian women by historically perpetuating that of Jewish women.” (Schussler-Fiorenza, “A Feminist Critical
Interpretation for Liberation,” 28).



17

and John Donahue argue that it can be a neutral claim. They both argue, contra Schussler-
Fiorenza, Davies, and others, that since women within Jewish culture were normally cast in the
domestic role, the fact that Mary is allowed to do otherwise is revolutionary. They do not find
such a statement to be anti-Jewish, and they draw heavily upon Seim’s work for their
argument.3®

At its core though, this argument is based on differing historical reconstructions of the
roles of Jewish and Christian women and not based on the text of Luke itself. From a literary
perspective there is no evidence in Luke’s narrative to imply that Mary’s act of listening is
somehow revolutionary for Jewish women. Furthermore, the rabbinic evidence used to construct
this dichotomy is much later and often used uncritically, as Seim herself admits.*® This is an
unnecessary exegetical decision that moves beyond the scope of the text and serves only to
elevate Christian women and their ministries at the expense of Jewish women.

A second approach of historical critical analysis, which should be briefly mentioned,
rejects reconstructing the historical ministries of women in favor of reconstructing the form of
this story. The most popular argument, originally found in Erling Laland’s work, “Die Marte-
Maria Perikope, Lukas 10, 38-42” and then reconstructed and expanded in Robert Price’s work,
The Widow Tradition in Luke-Acts: A Feminist Critical Scrutiny, states that the story went
through multiple stages of development before ending up in its final form in Luke 10.** The

earliest stage reflected advice on the correct treatment of itinerant missionaries with Jesus

39 See Green, The Gospel of Luke, 435 fn 142 and John Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 138-39

40 Seim, 102 fn 15: “It is, however, important to make the reservation that an intensive investigation of Jewish
sources from a feminist perspective may alter the picture of [the role of Jewish women] and add significant nuances
to it.”

1 Erling Laland, “Die Marte-Maria Perikope, Lukas 10, 38-42” Studia Theologica 13 (1959): 70-85 and Robert
Price, The Widow Tradition in Luke-Acts: A Feminist Critical Scrutiny. SBLDS 155 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997),
175-201.
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himself being depicted as the paradigmatic preacher. > Thus, in its original form, the story was
presented in such a way as to help Christians properly show hospitality to missionaries and
looked similar to this:

He entered a village, and a woman named Martha received him into her home.
But Martha was distracted with much serving. But the Lord said to her, “Martha,

Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things; few things are needful,

or only one.”*

Over time, additional elements were added to the story: the Mary subplot, an emphasis on
asceticism, and an attempt to silence women, created the story as it is found in Luke 10:38-42,
Price argues that Luke co-opts the traditions about this story in its various layers to construct a
narrative that is more suited to his negative view of women in ministry.** If one examines each
layer in turn, one can see the different functions the story held. The original one can be traced to
a historical event with an unknown hostess and an unknown “considerate and insightful
itinerant.”*®

From both Price’s reconstruction and Schussler-Fiorenza’s mentioned earlier, one can see
an impulse to recreate the narrative in order to reflect a more historically accurate account of this
(purported) event, because the text as it stands has been corrupted by Luke’s editorializing and is
need of historical correction.*® While this approach raises important questions about the Sitz-im-
Leben out of which this narrative arose and directs the conversation to necessary questions such

as authorial intent, my project does not involve historical reconstructions. Unfortunately, the

historical Mary and Martha are forever lost to modern scholars.

42 Laland, “Die Marte-Maria Perikope”, 82.

43 Price, The Widow Traditions, 177.

*4 1bid, 183. Here Price follows Schussler-Fiorenza’s claims about the authorial intent of Luke, though he obviously
disagrees with her claim that entire text is of Lukan composition.

* Ibid, 178.

%6 There are numerous other studies also engaged in a historical reconstruction of Mary and Martha and the women
they represent.
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Literary Approaches

However, despite the historical limits of uncovering the real Mary and Martha, the text
itself remains. Francis Bovon correctly argues, that “what counts in this story is not so much the
label [or reconstruction] it is given, as is the narrative character.”*’ Thus, some scholarly
treatments have instead focused on literary readings of the passage in its Lukan context. In the
following section, | highlight a few of those literary readings that are particularly informative for
this project.

First, Loveday Alexander, in “Sisters in Adversity,” agrees with the assumption that the
simple interpretation often preached in Protestant churches that Martha should stop nagging and
become a more ‘quiet, tranquil soul’ like her sister is harmful and inadequate to capture the
complexities of the text.*® She also recognizes with Schussler-Fiorenza that Martha often gets
mistreated and demonized in many mainstream interpretations. She argues that instead of
attempting to turn Martha and Mary into paradigms by which all Christian women’s behavior
should be mirrored, the text should be read as attempting to present a paradox.*® Using literary
analysis, she argues that Mary’s behavior is bad by all accounts, but she is still vindicated.
Martha, on the other hand, has impeccably good manners and yet she is rebuked. The intent,
according to Alexander, is to overthrow expectations about what is good and bad in order to
show Jesus in a new light. This, however, does not mean one should be a bad hostess or ignore
work that needs to be done. She argues that to make this story about women’s work or the

historical nature of women’s ministry in the early church is to “risk confining it to the ghetto:

47 Francis Bovon, A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke. 3 vols. Hermeneia. ed. Helmut Koester. (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2013), 2:69

8 Loveday Alexander, “Sisters in Adversity” in A Feminist Companion to Luke, Amy Jill Levine (ed), (New York:
Sheffield Academic, 2002), 198.

* Ibid, 212.
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women’s stories, notoriously are felt to have nothing to teach men.”* This story, she argues,
stresses that the business of discipleship, according to Luke, includes both men and women.

Ultimately, | find her emphasis particularly persuasive and one that | would argue is
reflected in how the reception history interacts with this passage. Her arguments about the
intentionally paradoxical nature of Luke 10:38-42 are particularly important for my
interpretation. 1 would argue that it is the paradox that leads to the creative and often conflicting
interpretations found throughout the reception history. | disagree with her reading on one major
point. She argues that one should push back against paradigmatic readings (particularly the
contemplative/active paradigm) as being forced onto the text and not inherently embedded within
it. However, | will argue in coming chapters that the paradoxical and parabolic nature of this text
naturally lends itself to such paradigmatic readings.

A second important literary analysis is John Donahue’s Gospel in Parable. He argues for
a strong thematic connection between Luke 10:38-42 and the parable of the Good Samaritan
which immediately precedes it in 10:25-37.>! He argues that the story of Mary and Martha
should also be viewed parabolically, even though it is not introduced as such, because the two
stories represent personifications of the greatest commandment:

The parable of the Good Samaritan with its exhortation to do mercy to the
neighbor and the story of Mary and Martha with its praise of the one who sits
and listens to the Lord form a two-fold parabolic illustration of the single
command....To love God with the whole heart and mind and the neighbor as

% Ipid, 213.

51 John Donahue, The Gospel in Parable: Metaphor, Narrative and Theology in the Synoptic Gospels. (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1988), 136. In this, Donahue is not unique; many scholars hold the view these two texts should be
read together. In particular, see Joel Green, The Gospel of Luke, (NICNT 3, Grand Rapids, MI:William B.
Eerdmans, 1997), 434 and Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, (SP3, Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press,
1991), 175. For the minority view which holds these passages are not connected, see Gerhard Schneider,
Evangelium nach Lukas. OTK 3. (Gutersloh: Gutersloher Verlagshaus, 1977), 252 and Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel
According to Luke. 2 vols. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co, 1985), 2:891
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the self demands both compassionate and effective entry into the world of the
neighbor as well as undistracted attentiveness to the word of the Lord.>?

This reading informs his conclusion that Luke 10:38-42 should be classified as a parabolic
narrative.>®> While I find Donahue’s classification of this narrative to be compelling, | do not
accept his exegetical argument that this pericope represents the “loving God” part of the greatest
commandment. It is a disservice to Martha’s role in the narrative to argue that she has failed to
properly love God. Rather, I will argue in the following chapter that the parabolic nature of the
story is revealed in the way it challenges and reverses the reader’s assumptions about the correct
way to serve God and to participate in the act of hospitality.>*

Another important piece of scholarship on this passage is Jutta Brutscheck’s dissertation,
Die Maria-Marta-Erzahlung. Eine redaktionskritische Untersuchung zu Lk 10, 38-42.%°
Brutscheck engages in both philology and literary analysis of the individual passage and its
location in the travel narrative of Luke to conclude that correct treatment of others (i.e.,
hospitality) is rooted in attention to Jesus’s words. A follower of Jesus is only able to properly
exhibit hospitality (a major thematic element in this story) when she has heard the words of
Jesus. In this way, Brutscheck argues that the narrative with Jesus and his hostesses was
constructed to inform members of the early church as they sought a model for correctly hosting
itinerant missionaries.>® This connection between the relationship of the original audience with

the world of the text is a particularly strong argument as she finds a way to link the hospitality to

52 Donahue, 136-37

%3 Donahue, 134.

54 On this issue, | agree with Johnson that this text is deeply concerned with the question of hospitality. Johnson, The
Gospel of Luke, 175-76.

%5 Jutta Brutscheck, Die Maria-Marta-Erzahlung. Eine redaktionskritische Untersuchung zu Lk 10, 38-42. BBB 64;
Frankfurt am Main/ Bonn: Hanstein, 1986.

%6 For a brief summary of this work in English, see Frederick Danker, Review of Die Maria-Marta-Erzéhlung, CBQ
50 (Jan 1988), 130-131.
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itinerant missionaries without relying solely on stages of textual development. Furthermore, she
emphasizes the importance of this story within the travel narrative as a whole.>” However, she
also rejects the claim of the early church that this story functions paradigmatically to represent
contemplation and action, considering hospitality and the correct understanding of God’s word to
be the central themes.

Her emphasis on the importance of this story’s location in the travel narrative is shared
by Warren Carter, whose work also should be briefly mentioned before transitioning to scholarly
treatments of the reception history.>® Carter argues that the narrative location of this story should
shape one’s reading of it and that the two sisters should not be read as opposing figures, but
rather as ministry partners, similar to the Seventy.*® He finds other comparisons in Acts with the
ministries of Stephen and the Seven and Barnabas and Paul. He views Luke as presenting a
positive view of women’s leadership as the story uses women characters “to instruct the gospel
readers and hearers about important aspects of the task of leadership and ministry.”® Luke,
therefore, is not attempting to silence women in his depiction of Mary and Martha, but rather to
elevate them as leaders within the early church. While Carter’s continued focus on using this text
to evaluate Luke’s presentation of women is in line with most feminist scholarship, his point that
this text speaks more broadly to questions of leadership, while using women as the primary

characters, is important.

5" Brutscheck, Die Maria-Marta-Erzahlung, 50-64.

%8 Warren Carter, “Getting Martha Out of the Kitchen: Luke 10:38-42 Again” A Feminist Companion to Luke, Amy
Jill Levine (ed), (New York: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 214-231.

% Carter, “Getting Martha out of the Kitchen,” 230.

80 Ipbid, 215. It should be noted that Carter here is expanding on the idea of women missionary partners first
presented by Mary Rose D’ Angelo in “Women Partners in the New Testament” JSFR 6 (1990): 65-86.
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There are many other treatments of this passage in commentaries and articles that | have
not dealt with, due to space limitations.®* But, this brief overview has both presented the main
interpretive methods used when discussing Luke 10:38-42, as well as highlighted some of the
primary scholars with whom I will be engaging in this project.

Secondary Scholarship on the Reception History

While a significant amount of work has been done to exegete this passage, the reception
history has only been minimally discussed by New Testament scholars. One area of NT research
where early Christian sources has come into play is the study of the textual variants in the
passage, particularly in vs. 41-42. At stake is Jesus’s reply to Martha in v. 41. Does he say only
one thing is needed, or there are a few things needed? Due to this notably complex textual
variant in those verses, many scholars have examined the patristic evidence in an attempt to
uncover the more original reading, since the popularity of the passage in the patristic period
provides an abundance of evidence. Most significantly, Gordon D. Fee, in ““‘One Thing
Needful’? (Luke 10:42),” conducts an in-depth analysis of the textual evidence for the different
variants, drawing heavily upon patristic sources.®? He places the Church Fathers alongside each

variant reading:

81 For instance, see Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, trans. John Marsh (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1994), 56ff; Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co,
1985), 2:890-92; Francis Bovon, A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, 2:68-76; Veronica Koperski, “Women and
Discipleship in Luke 10:38-42 and Acts 6:1-7: The Literary Context of Luke-Acts.” 161-196; Luise Schottroff,.
Lydia’s Impatient Sisters: A Feminist Social History of Early Christianity. trans B. M. Rumscheidt. Louisville,
Westminister/ John Knox, 1995; Adele Reinhartz, “From Narrative to History: the Resurrection of Mary and
Martha” in ‘Women Like This: New Perspectives on Jewish Women in the Greco-Roman World, ed. Amy-Jill
Levine, (SBL Early Judaism and its Literature, 1; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991), 161-164; Ben Withingerton I1l,
Women in the Ministry of Jesus: A Study of Jesus’ Attitudes in Women and their Roles Reflected in this Earthly Life
SNTSMS 51 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 99-105.

62 Gordon D. Fee “One Thing Needful? (Luke 10:42)” in To What End Exegesis? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001),
3-16.



Summary of Patristic Attestations: %

Majority reading: Variant 1: omission Variant 2: “Few Variant 3: “Few
“there is only one “Martha, Mary has things are needed” things are needed,
thing needed” chosen...” indeed only one”
Chrysostom Ambrose Origen (?) Origen

Evagrius Clement (?) Basil
Ps-Macarius Jerome
Augustine Cassian

Gregory the Great Cyril-Alexandria

The point of contention, according to Fee, is whether or not Origen actually attests to the second
variant in his commentary on John. In his Lucan fragments, he clearly attests to the longer
version. Aelred Baker in “One Thing Necessary” argues that Origen himself must be the original
source of the conflated variant, that he must have known multiple versions and combined them.®*
Fee, however, argues that Origen in his commentary on John is not quoting Luke 10:42, but
rather paraphrasing it as he discusses John 11:2.%° He holds that this removes an attestation of
variant 2 leaving very few other references of it: a 13th century codex, a 5th century Syriac text
and two Bohairic texts (9th and 13th centuries). He concludes that the third variant is most likely
the original version of Luke 10:41-42 for two reasons: 1) it has significant early textual support
among the patristics and 2) it is the most difficult reading.®® He concludes, alongside R.M. Grant,
with the observation that the problem of textual critics using patristic sources is that often no one
examines them closely enough to see what they actually support. Too often only the exact words

are used and not the surrounding context are studied, leading to a misuse of certain sources, as in

83 Fee, 4-5.

64 Aelred Baker, “One Thing Necessary” CBQ 27 (1965): 136.

8 Fee, “One Thing is Needful,” 11.

% He renders the passage in the following way: “Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things.
However, few things are needed, or if you will, only one. For that is what Mary has chosen...” (14). His argument
has been expanded upon recently by Tommy Wasserman in his recent article, "Bringing Sisters Back Together:
Another Look at Luke 10:41-42." JBL 137. 2 (2018): 439-461. He strongly agrees with Fee’s support of the third
variant.
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the previously mentioned Origin example. He claims this is often the problem with critical
analysis of Luke 10:41-42, and he attempts to correct it in his own thorough analysis.®’

Such scholars attempt to use patristic evidence as a way to uncover the original form of
the text, and thus to uncover the original meaning of the text.®® But the patristic sources
themselves were less concerned with the “original” meaning of Luke and more concerned with
the theological message encapsulated by Luke’s words. Most patristic interpreters were not
concerned with whether Jesus was referring to one dish or a few dishes in a literal sense. They
are rather focused on what the few things or one thing means for their understanding of
discipleship. For instance, Cyril of Alexandria attests to variant 3 whereas Augustine attests to
the majority reading. However, Cyril interprets the passage as primarily being about the proper
way to host a holy man who comes to your home, hence only a few things are needed to serve
and the one most important thing is to learn from the holy man. Augustine, on the other hand,
argues for an eschatological reading that focuses on the primary and eternal task of a Christian.
The version of the text they had access to shifts the nature of their interpretation in a significant
way.® This line of research is particularly important for this project because it highlights the
complexity of the textual variants and reveals the seemingly paradoxical nature of Jesus’s
response to Martha and the various ways the patristic authors attempted to resolve that paradox.
Scholarly Treatments of the Reception History

There are a number of historical studies that have analyzed specific authors or time

periods and their use of Luke 10:38-42. Most of these studies have been conducted by medieval

67 Fee, 10. See also R.M. Grant “The Citation of Patristic Evidence in an Apparatus Criticus” in New Testament
Manuscript Studies, eds. M.M. Parvis and A. Wilkigren (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1977), 124.

88 Francois Bovon, Luke, 2:74

% This is not to say that different early Church fathers were intentionally changing the text, but that in many
instances, these citations are being pulled from homilies where they are not actually attempting to directly to quote
the text, but rather are summarizing as Fee notes.
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historians as Mary and Martha became important figures during this time period. For instance,
Blake R. Heffner examines the view of Meister Eckhart and his interpretation of Martha being
the better sister.”® His work is useful in that he traces different developments of interpretation
that he finds in Eckhart, who creates a new interpretation out of different patristic pieces.
Another example is found in the Cambridge Companion to Mysticism, which contains an article
comparing the interpretations of Augustine, Eckhart and Ignatius of Loyola in terms of their
understanding of action and contemplation.”* One study of the patristic period specifically
focuses on the writings of Augustine on Mary and Martha. In “Les deux vies. Marthe et Marie
(Luc 10:38-42),” Anne-Marie la Bonnardiere explores Augustine’s numerous references to this
story and the two different lives these two sisters represent: the present church and the future
church.” These studies are short, appearing in journals or in collections of essays, and are not
able to explore the significance of this passage in a detailed way.

However, there are four studies worth mentioning that focus on the reception history
more broadly, moving beyond individual authors. The most important work on the reception
history of Luke 10:38-42 is Daniel Csanyi’s 73 page article, “Optima Pars: Die
Auslegungsgeschichte von Lk 10, 38-42 bei den Kirchen-vatern der ersten vier Jahrhunderte.””®
In this thorough and carefully researched article, Csanyi works through all the major occurrences
of the passage in the first 400 years of Christian history. Beginning with Clement of Alexandria

and Origen and continuing until Augustine, he presents several key interpretations against the

0 Blake Heffner, “Meister Eckhart and a millennium with Mary and Martha.” Lutheran Quarterly 5 (1991): 171-
185.

" Charlotte Radler, “Actio et Contemplatio/Action and Contemplation” in The Cambridge Companion to Mysticism.
eds Amy Hollywood and Patricia Beckman. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 211-222.

2 Anne-Marie la Bonnardiere, “Les deux vies. Marthe et Marie (Luc 10:38-42),” in St. Augustin et la Bible. Bible de
tous les Temps 3 (Paris: Beauchesne, 1986), 400-411.

3 Daniel Csanyi, “Optima Pars: Die Auslegungsgeschichte von Lk 10, 38-42 bei den Kirchen-vatern der ersten vier
Jahrhunderte” Studia Monastica 2 (1960): 5-78.
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backdrop of each author’s context. He is primarily focused on walking through the various
relevant passages for his readers, making it a wonderful reference work for any seeking to
understand how this passage operated in the early church. That said, several of his own
interpretations have been questioned by others. For instance, he places Chrysostom’s reading in
conversation with the larger Messalian issues and argues that in order to properly understand
Chrysostom’s motivation, one must first understand the Messalian debate.’ Since the almost 70
years since his article was published, however, scholarly understanding of the Messalians has
changed significantly, making his arguments about Chrysostom’s reading fall flat. Overall,
however, Csanyi is an important resource and one of the only scholars yet to engage in an in-
depth study of the reception history of Luke 10:38-42.

Allie M. Ernst recently explored in her monograph, Martha from the Margin, all the
references to Martha in early Christian liturgy, church orders, gnostic literature, the apocryphal
acts and artwork to depict Martha as an early church leader, respected by many in the early
church.”™ She also examines early lectionaries, many of which do not include the previous story
in Luke 10 (The Good Samaritan) alongside Luke 10:38-42. She argues “whereas modern
exegetes are strongly predisposed to read and interpret the text in its current literary location, this
context is by no means the only and probably not even the most common context in which early
Christian readers and hearers would have encountered it.”’® Her work raises interesting questions
about how the character of Martha was received by early Christians since she concludes that
Martha was a positive figure in the Church. While her book primarily focuses on Martha in John

11, making her work mostly tangential to this study, her conclusion about the significance of

™ Ibid, 84.

S Allie M. Ernst, Martha from the Margins: The Authority of Martha in Early Christian Tradition in Supplements to
Vigiliae Christianae 98. Leiden: Brill, 2009.

6 1bid, 213.
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Luke 10 is relevant: “That the story was put to such a broad range of purposes and was told and
retold with a range of endings attest to the significance of the narrative in the early Christian
tradition.”’’” She recognizes that among these early Christian writers, this story and character of
Martha more broadly served a host of rhetorical purposes as different Christian authors formed
this story to examine their own theological convictions. Ernst’s strength as a feminist reader is
that while recognizing the patriarchal impulses of many interpreters, she does not discount them
and thus creates a space for exploring the variety of meaning this story holds, reclaiming Martha
in a way that does not minimize Mary.

A third work, “Sibling Rivalry: Mary and Martha of Bethany” by Enu Giurescu Heller
examines depictions of Mary and Martha in Christian art through the centuries. Heller shows
how different interpretations of Luke 10:38-42 can be seen through various artistic endeavors.
While she shows that Mary often gets mistaken for another famous Mary, Mary Magdalene,
Martha is consistently depicted as the personification of the active life.”® She argues that in the
late patristic and medieval period, depictions of Martha are almost always positive and that it is
not until after the reformation that she is cast in a more negative light. She concludes: “[The
painting] Christ in the House of Martha and Mary’s fortunes parallel the evolutions in both
Christian writing and history... In this respect, the scene becomes an exemplar of biblical art in
its widest definition: art inspired by a biblical story, enriched by later writings, religious and
secular alike and by a lived history and tradition.””® While Geller’s view of early interpretations

of Mary and Martha can sometimes border on the simplistic, her overall point about art reflecting

" Ibid, 220.

®Enu Gierescu Heller, “Sibling Rivalry: Mary and Martha of Bethany” in Women from the Margins: Women of the
New Testament and their Afterlives, vol 2. eds Christine E. Joynes and Christopher C. Rowland. The Bible in the
Modern World 27. Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Phoenix, 2009), 245.

9 1bid, 259.
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the larger theological debate about Mary and Martha is an important one. 8 It is also important to
note that most of the depictions of Martha before the Reformation are in fact positive ones,
despite claims from feminist critical scholars that Martha was often cast as the “bad” sister
throughout history.

A final work is Giles Constable’s Three Studies in Medieval Religious and Social
Thought.8! One of his case studies in this book is the reception of Mary and Martha in medieval
history. While his primary focus is medieval authors, he brings in earlier sources to explain the
general trends of interpretation his authors inherited. This is the most thorough English work on
the reception history of Mary and Martha in Luke 10:38-42 written to date. He concludes:

Every generation almost since the beginning of Christianity has tried to fit the

story of Mary and Martha to its needs and to find in it a meaning suited to the

Christian life of its time. Over the years its significance for the lives both of

withdrawal and worldly activity and for this life and the next have changed, and

the parts of Mary and Martha and the significance of Christ’s words to Martha

have been interpreted in different ways. The variety and ambiguity of these

interpretations is evidence for the richness of the text and the ingenuity of the

interpreters.®?
This concluding statement brilliantly presents one of the driving ideas behind my own thesis that
the reception history is diverse and creative and offers to modern interpreters, a way forward,
whether a feminist critical scholar seeking to vindicate Martha or a preacher trying to free the
story from simply being a women’s story.
The Way Ahead

In this study, I first conduct a careful exegesis of Luke 10:38-42 in its Lukan context,

emphasizing literary questions as opposed to historical critical ones. In particular, | will focus on

8 For instance, not all early Christian writings drew upon Origin’s depiction of Mary as a contemplative and Martha
as an active like she claims (Geller, 246). Augustine, in particular, creates a different image by drawing a
comparison between Martha as the present church and Mary as the future church.

81 Giles Constable, Three Studies in Medieval Religious and Social Thought, 3-143.

8 |bid, 141.
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its relationship with the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:25-37 and its location within
Lukan travel narrative. Furthermore, I explore how this text, when read alongside other
pericopes in Luke-Acts on discipleship, particularly Acts 6, can inform one’s understanding of
discipleship in Luke. As part of this literary approach, I also analyze the textual variants in this
passage in order to unpack the potential diversity of interpretations during its transmission.
Despite the brevity of the narrative, there is a significant variant in 10:41-42, which complicates
interpretations of this passage.

| then conduct a literary and historical analysis of selected patristic, medieval and
reformation texts as well medieval and reformation artwork, in order to examine how this story
functioned in different exegetical cultures. | reject the claim that the history of interpretation
must be studied as one might study evolution, examining how certain incorrect readings evolved
into correct ones over time, as if the interpretation of the Bible can be viewed as progressing
positively over time. Rather | argue that in different periods of time, different goals and priorities
dictated how exegesis was conducted, leading to different outcomes for different purposes. The
concerns of Origen when he reads Luke 10:38-42 are different than the concerns of Schussler-
Fiorenza. In this way, old readings are not inherently better or worse due to their age or their
origin in the pre-critical era, but rather their authors approach exegesis from a different lense that
is often ignored in the critical age of exegesis. The goal of this project is to examine what
insights can be discovered when one places readings from different exegetical cultures in
conversation with the modern era. In this, I agree with Peter Marten who argues: “[different]

cultures can communicate with one another and learn from one another even if they are oriented
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around different goals.”®® This approach is the methodological basis for this examination of the
history of interpretation sections of this project.

It is important to note that Luke 10 is not the only place in the gospels where Mary and
Martha of Bethany make an appearance. John 11:17-44 contains a second story about the two
sisters and their relationship with Jesus. However, due to the complexity of the John text and the
(already ambitious) scope of this dissertation, | have decided to treat the Johannine text
secondarily, focusing on it only in terms of its relationship to the Lukan narrative when it is
brought into the discussion by the ancient interpreters themselves. Very early on, | noticed that
interpretations of Luke 10 and John 11 were used to contribute to two different types of
discussions, despite the fact the two passages feature the same characters. When most
interpreters want to discuss and debate Mary and Martha and the constructions of discipleship
they represent, they discuss Luke 10 and questions surrounding a correct interpretation of the
‘better part’ Mary has chosen. In contrast, discussions of John 11 tend to highlight questions of
resurrection, Jesus’s interaction with two women, why Jesus was delayed, etc., but not the
characters of Mary and Martha more broadly Luke 10 is brought in. These two passages appear
to operate mostly in distinct interpretive spheres.®

The same is also true for modern treatments of these passages. The story of Mary and

Martha in evangelical circles primarily focus on the Luke 10 passage and bring in the John 11

8 Peter Marten, “Metaphors for Narrating the History of Biblical Interpretation” SBL Presentation. November 20,
2016, San Antonio, TX.

8 This is not to say that there is no overlap between the two texts. For instance, when Augustine is discussing
Martha, he frequently supplements his argument about Martha’s character with information provided in John 11
(sermo 103-4). Thus, in my section about Augustine’s readings of Mary and Martha, I will, of course, discuss
how John 11 helps shape his reading of Luke 10. Another example of this overlap can be found in Chrysostom, who
in one instance, during a homily about John 11 (Hom.Jo 62.3) makes a turn to discuss Luke 10:38-42 instead. In
order to get a full picture of Chrysostom’s view of Luke 10:38-42, this homily must be included. Thus,
interpretations about John 11 are not being ignored in this dissertation, but rather they are treated individually as
they relate to the conversation at hand. In similar way, other biblical passages will be treated as they intersect with
these interpretations.
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story as supplemental, primarily to flesh out the characteristics of the two sisters. Similarly, in
modern biblical studies, one rarely finds overlap in discussions about the two stories other than
to note that both Luke and John have an account of the two sisters and to raise questions about
their historicity. Thus, while | do not ignore John 11:17-44, | treat in a supplemental fashion.
Chapter Outlines:
Chapter 2: Luke 10:38-42, A Parable and a Paradox

In this chapter, | particularly draw on the work of Loveday Alexander and John Donahue
to argue that Luke 10:38-42 should best be read as a parabolic narrative that challenges
expectations about the call to follow Jesus. Furthermore, | argue that the story of Mary and
Martha should be read alongside the story of the Good Samaritan in order to better recognize the
paradox that sometimes serving your neighbor is what is needed to be a disciple but at other
times, sitting and listening should be considered the better part. To do this, | examine Luke
10:38-42 in its Lukan context, particularly in the immediate context of Luke 10-11. | also
address the primary exegetical and text critical issues found in the text: the use of diakovia to
describe Martha’s actions and its connection to Acts 6, the nature of Martha’s complaint, the
textual variant in 41/42, and the proper way to interpret Jesus’s response. | show that the
paradoxical nature of discipleship is already embedded in the passage itself, thus the move to a
theological reading regarding paradigms of discipleship is a natural interpretive decision, not a
result of poor biblical scholarship.
Chapter Three: Origen and the Monastics

In this section, | examine the beginning of interpretive tradition about Mary and Martha. |
will begin with Origen, since his interpretations have significant influence on the following

centuries of interpretation. Contrary to common opinion, | show that Origen actually offers five
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interpretative options and those who focus simply on the active and contemplative paradigm he
introduces miss the depth of his reading. | then discuss how Origen’s interpretations are adopted
in the monastic tradition, with various authors adapting and expanding Origen’s ideas about
Mary and Martha as ascetic and non-ascetic. This section draws on writers from the 4th /5th
centuries who are focused in particular on developing nature of monasticism. In particular, |
focus on the following authors/texts: the Liber Graduum, Pseudo Macarius, the Desert Fathers
and Cassian. In this chapter, I also briefly include those monastic texts that seems to be
operating outside the majority position, specifically Basil’s writings and Ephrem’s Commentary
on the Diatessaron. | show that, despite claims that all monastics adopted Origen’s view
wholecloth, there is actually significant evidence that his original readings were expanded and
adapted, and even sometimes contradicted, in order to more fully flesh out competing
understandings of the ultimate purpose of discipleship within early monasticism.
Chapter 4: Chrysostom, Cyril and Augustine

In this chapter, I study on three important preachers and theologians from different parts
of the Roman Empire. They each discuss Luke 10:38-42 at length, but take distinct approaches.
Chrysostom argues for Mary and Martha representing different seasons of life: there is a time to
be a Martha and serve and a time to be a Mary and listen. Augustine engages in a number of
different approaches, as he focuses on this story in no less than six different homilies. In some
homilies, he presents the active/contemplative paradigm whereas in other sermons, he presents
an eschatological paradigm. The third figure, Cyril of Alexandria, interprets the passage as a
picture for hospitality, taking a more practical approach on one hand, but also revealing a reading

that seems more directly connected the immediate context of Luke 10 in Luke-Acts. The
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concerns of these sermons are slightly different than ones preached to monastic communities,
since they are directed to lay Christians not monks.
Chapter 5: Medieval and Reformation

In this chapter, | review a selection of medieval authors who discuss Luke 10:38-42. The
story gains popularity during this period, leading to an abundance of creative interpretations that
particularly seek to balance the relationship of service and spirituality. | analyze the ways in
which the common threads of interpretation are picked up by medieval authors and adapted to fit
their cultural context. While some have argued that the medieval period merely copied early
patristic writers, | show that they also expanded many interpretations. Furthermore, during this
period, there are new developments. For instance, Martha in particular is painted in a more
positive light during this period and she is often portrayed more broadly as someone to emulate
despite Jesus’s seemingly critical response to her. Mary, on the other hand, becomes more linked
with one of the other famous Marys of the New Testament: Mary Magdalene. Mary and Martha
begin to appear in artwork during this period, and the appearance of female interpreters enriches
the discussion. While interpretation modulates during the medieval period, Mary and Martha
remain for discipleship.
Chapter 6: The Reformation and a Shift

| here focus on Reformation readings of this story, particularly those of Martin Luther
and John Calvin to show how the Reformation introduces new ways of reading this passage.
With the rejection of the action/contemplative paradigm, monasticism and most of the patristic
authors, so-called “literal” readings arise that focus on gender. The story begins to place a double
burden upon women to work hard like Martha but to also make time for spiritual practices in her

household. Holy women are those who are able to run their households and pray with a pleasant
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attitude. They are Marthas with a Mary-like heart. By using eulogies and practical texts written
for women, | show how this gendered reading came into effect.

This focus on gender and Luke 10:38-42 continues into modern Christianity. To show
this, | return to Beth Moore and Elisabeth Schussler-Fiorenza and place them in conversation
with one another to show how concerns about discipleship, which were central in early
interpretations, have been replaced by a concern about the genders of Mary and Martha in both
ecclesial and scholarly circles. Drawing upon the work of Mary Beard, | argue how this
overemphasis on gender leads to the text being mostly ignored.

Epilogue

In the epilogue, I turn to three questions: 1) what has this dissertation shown, 2) what
questions have been raised? 3) what areas of research remain to be studied in the future. |
summarize my findings in order to offer a more helpful exegetical framework for interpreting
Luke 10:38-42 for both ecclesial and academic settings.

Conclusion

Throughout this project, | argue that Luke 10:38-42 is a vibrant and living text with a rich
interpretive past. This past, though often overlooked in the modern era, offers readers of the 21st
century a new way to read this story outside of the current paradigm that dictates the
conversation must center on Mary and Martha as women rather than Mary and Martha as
disciples. This is not to say that modern readers should adopt a pre-critical lens when reading
Luke 10, but rather that these pre-modern readers help reveal other interpretive options for
approaching the story of Mary and Martha. When read in its Lukan context, this passage offers
its readers insight into the nature and complexity of following Jesus. By reclaiming this focus,

one can see a new way of preaching and teaching this text as more than a “woman’s story.” It



becomes again a story for all readers of the New Testament, and Mary and Martha become

exemplars for all who seek to be disciples of Jesus Christ.

36
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Chapter Two: A Literary Approach to Luke 10:38-42

“Unfortunately, in the short story we are about to examine, Luke’s manner of telling the story is
allusive and the text often remains ambiguous. The ‘journey’ of Jesus, Martha’s “welcome,”
“service,” and her “worries,” Mary’s “sitting at the Lord’s feet” and her “listening to the
word” — all these bring to mind certain existential questions of church life. Nevertheless, these
elements of the text do not give direct answers to the questions we are asking. %

Introduction:

Luke’s depiction of Mary and Martha and their encounter with Jesus raises several
important questions about Christian discipleship. However, the text itself does not provide clear-
cut answers to these questions. It is sparse on details, includes a host of unusual vocabulary, and
has a number of textual variants. Throughout the centuries, interpreters have attempted to
navigate these exegetical challenges. Before we can adequately adjudicate their readings, we
must first become acquainted with the issues driving their discussions. Thus, in this chapter, |
examine Luke 10:38-42 within its gospel context. | emphasize the questions raised by the text
itself rather than historical critical questions that may be at play behind the text.

The goal of this chapter is two-fold. First, I intend to locate this passage within the
literary world of Luke-Acts in order to show how the themes of Luke 10:38-42 connect to larger
concerns of the Third Gospel. Second, I want to show how the passage’s own internal ambiguity
and multivalence allows for the diversity that we will see in the coming chapters. | hope to prove
that the patristic and medieval readers who interpreted this passage, for all their flaws, were not
careless readers of Scripture, and that their readings are largely based in the questions that the
story raises without clear resolution.

To accomplish these goals, I first examine the implications of this story being located in

85 Bovon, Luke, 2.67
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Luke’s travel narrative (9:51-19:27), a connection that has often been overlooked in modern
discussions of the text. | then turn to an examination of the characterizations of Martha and
Mary in order to show how both sisters are primarily depicted positively and how they embody
actions which elsewhere in Luke-Acts are presented as the legitimate actions of Christ-followers.
Finally, I turn to an in-depth analysis of Martha’s request to Jesus and his response in 10:41-42.
It is in this response that one finds the most complexity and textual instability, with different
scribal traditions attempting to make sense of Jesus’s confusing critique of Martha. Ultimately,
my examination will prove that the story functions within the narrative to instruct Martha as a
disciple and as a hostess, but also on a deeper level, to address Lucan concerns about the

disorientation of service and the priority of listening to the word of God.

“And as they were traveling, he came into a certain village:” Setting in Luke’s Gospel:
Luke 10:38-42 is often analyzed outside of its immediate literary context, which has led
to the story operating as a stand-alone narrative. Joseph Fitzmyer goes so far as to claim that this
passage is utterly unrelated to the passages that precede and follow it.2® Such isolation makes it
more challenging to observe the ways in which it echoes certain vocabulary and themes already
being developed by Luke. Thus, before we can begin to properly analyze the characterization and
textual issues of the passage, we must first analyze the narrative setting of Luke 10:38-42. The
story of Martha and her sister is found in Luke’s middle section, usually referred to as the Travel
Narrative. This section, demarcated here as being located between Luke 9:51b and 19:28,

recounts Jesus’s final journey into Jerusalem before his trial, crucifixion and resurrection.®’ It

8 Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, AB 28B (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday, 1984), 891.
87 There is continued debate over the proper ending of the travel narrative. Suggested endings also include 18:30,
18:34, 19:10, 19:44, 19:46, 19:48, 21:38. For a discussion of the different scholarly opinions on the question, see
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begins with an introductory summary statement in 9:51b: “When the days of his ascension were
drawing near, he set his face to go to Jerusalem.” From there, Jesus begins a meandering journey
into Jerusalem, though the chronology and the geography of that journey are not always clearly
delineated. The primary purposes of this journey appear to be theological and dramatic, often
making the geographical and historical features secondary within the narrative structure.®®
Thematically, different sections are marked with repeated references to Jesus and his disciples’
journey, as Luke tells us that they are on the way (9:52, 53, 56, 57; 10:1, 38; 13:22, 31, 33;
14:25, 17:11; 18:31; 19:1, 11, 28) bringing the reader’s attention back to this travel motif. In fact,
the story of Mary and Martha is introduced in 10:38a with one of these markers, “And while they
were traveling,” (Ev 6& 1@ mopgvesbar avtovc), immediately connecting this story to the larger
journey Jesus is making.8®

Within the larger structure of Luke, this section marks a departure from Luke’s use of his
Markan material as well as a significant departure from Mark’s chronology.*® Indeed, much of
the material in the travel narrative has no Markan parallel and appears to be either from Q or
Luke’s unique source. Throughout this section, one continually finds Jesus doing the work of a
prophet and a teacher. In particular, Luke has constructed the travel narrative so that Jesus’s own

words are at the forefront as he engages with his disciples, the crowds and his opponents. While

Filip Noél. The Travel Narrative in the Gospel of Luke: Interpretation of Luke 9:51-10:28. Collectanae Biblica et
Religiosa Antiqua 5. (Brussel: WWK, 2004), 249-328. Noél concludes in favor of 19:28 because 19:29-46, he
marks as the introductory section of the entry to Jerusalem, which he argues represents the beginning of a new
section.,

8 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts, SBLDS 39 (Missoula, MT, Scholars
Press: 1977), 105.

8 1t also shares other vocabulary (gicijA@sv and kdpun) which signal its connection within the overall travel
narrative. See Brutscheck, Die Maria-Martha Erzahlung, 50-64 for another discussion on the connections between
the travel narrative and Luke 10:38-42.

% While acknowledging the complexity surrounding the synoptic problem, in this chapter, | adopt the two source
hypothesis.
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most scholars acknowledge that Jesus’s speech is clearly emphasized throughout this section,
there is still significant disagreement to both its form and function.®! Interpretations surrounding
these questions are wide reaching and diverse. ® Some scholars, most notably David Moessner,
have argued that this section is based on the Old Testament and is created to be a retelling of the
biblical story, particularly Deuteronomy, as Jesus is depicted as the ‘prophet like Moses.’%
Others have favored a more historical approach, arguing that this section reveals another Lukan
source, specifically a travel narrative source which depicts Jesus’s historical journey to
Jerusalem and contains many of his teachings. This section of Luke is then primarily intended to
94

be biographical and reflect Luke’s concerns as a historian.

However, the most dominant trend of interpretation is to highlight the christological

1 While most scholars hold this delineation to be helpful for interpreting Luke, in recent years a subset of Luke
scholars have pushed back against the designation of the travel narrative, arguing that it is an artificial and unhelpful

category that is not as clearly demarcated as most scholars argue. For instance, Reinhard von Bendemann argues
that the travel narrative should be rebranded as the merely the central section of Luke, rejecting both the
introductory statement in 9:51 as being indicative of anything and pointing out that there is still continued argument

about the proper ending of the travel narrative. He argues that a new evaluation of the center section of Luke should
be undertaken in order to see what new insights might be uncovered without the trappings of a travel narrative

motif. See Reinhard von Bendemann, Zwischen AOZA and XTAYPOX. Eine exegetische Untersuchung der Texte
des sogenannten Reiseberichts im Lukasevangelium. BNZW 101 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter , 2001), 101.

%1n a recent monograph, Filip Noél dissects the major interpretive theories surround the travel narrative which have
developed over the last fifty years. In particular, he names four different categories of analysis of the travel
narrative: redaction-critical, structural, Old Testament models and historical. He helpfully presents the major figures
in each category, highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of the various approaches. See Noél, The Travel
Narrative in the Gospel of Luke: Interpretation of Luke 9:51-10:28, Collectanae Biblica et Religiosa Antiqua 5.
Brussel: WWK, 2004.

% David Paul Moessner, Lord of the Banquet: The Literary and Theological Significance of the Lucan Travel
Narrative. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1989. For other scholars who develop this idea in various forms, see Craig F.
Evans, “The Central Section of the St. Luke’s Gospel’ in Studies in the Gospels: Essays in Memory of R.H.
Lightfoot (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1957), 37-53. This work was the first substantial analysis of the
Septuagintalisms of this section. See also J.M. Dawsey, “Jesus’s Pilgrimage to Jerusalem” PerpRelSt 14 (1987)
217-232; Ulrich Busse, Die Wunder des Propheten Jesus. Die Rezeption, Komposition und Interpretation der
Wundertradition im Evangelium des Lukas. FzB 24. Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1997; William
Swartley, Israel’s Scripture Traditions and the Synoptic Gospels: Story Shaping Story. Peabody, MA: Baker
Academic, 1994.

% In particular, see Armin Daniel Baum, Lukas als Historiker der letzten Jesusreise. Zurich: Braukhas, 1993.
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themes of the section, following the work of Hans Conzelmann, who argued that the travel
narrative functions, not as a historical account of a literal journey, but rather as a dramatic
account pointing toward the identity of Christ and his upcoming suffering.®® Jesus does refer to
the inevitability of his coming suffering immediately before beginning his journey to Jerusalem

in 9:43-45, and again in 13:33:

ANV O€l pe onuePoV Kai adplov Kol Ti Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day, it is

gyopévn mopevesbat, &1L 00K EviEyeTon necessary for me to be on my way, because it

TpoPRTNV dmorécOot EEwm TepovsaAnL. is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside
Jerusalem.

Thus, Conzelmann’s point that Christ’s impending suffering is an important theme driving the
narrative seems accurate. But Filip Noél notes, while “Conzelmann’s christological explanation
remains an important point of reference, almost everyone points out that the travel section has
richer thematic lines” beyond Christ’s suffering.®® In particular, Jirgen Schneider has noted the
didactic and parenetical nature of this section, which highlights the ethical and, perhaps more
importantly, the ecclesiological implications of this passage.®” This reading emphasizes the sheer
volume of teaching Jesus does in this section. The didactic nature of the section for the life of the
early church is rooted in the Jesus’s identity as one who proclaims the Word of God. Jesus is the
Christ who instructs, calls to conversion and condemns. As Jesus moves toward his death, his
words provide a rich resource for the church that the Holy Spirit will subsequently gather in his
name.

Here is where the form of the travel narrative comes into play. While at a glance the

% Hans Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke. trans. by Geoffrey Buswell. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1961.

% Nogl, The Travel Narrative of the Gospel of Luke, 15.

% Jiirgen Schneider, “Zur Analyse des lukanischen Reiseberichtes” in Synoptische Studien. eds Josef Schmid and A.
Vogtle (Munich: Karl Zink, 1953) 207-229. See also Bo Reicke, “Instruction and Discussion in the Travel
Narrative” in Studia Evangelica 73, eds Kurt Aland, Jean Danielou, F. L. Cross and Harald Reisenfield (Berlin:
1959), 206-216.
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section appears rather helter-skelter, with Jesus traveling here and there in no discernible
geographical or chronological order, many have attempted to find a coherent formal structure
within these ten chapters.®® However, many of these quickly become overly complex as they
attempt to create a variety of chiastic structure which will account for all various pieces in the
narrative. As Luke Johnson notes, “There are such points of balance to be discovered, obviously,
otherwise such theories would be impossible. But the points of resemblance often result as much
from the definitions given by scholars as the stories themselves.”*® Johnson himself offers a
more straightforward structure which more simply accounts for the moves in the narrative. This
structure is dictated by the most common event found in the travel narrative: Jesus speaking.
Jesus interacts and speaks to three different groups of people throughout his journey: disciples,
the crowds, and his opponents (usually the lawyers and Pharisees). As Johnson observes:

We find that Luke has arranged Jesus’s sayings and deeds in an alternating,
contrasting pattern which might be described broadly as an alternation between
the inside and the outside. Jesus address the crowd, for example, then turns
from the crowd to address his disciples then turns from them to attack the
Pharisees, etc. At times this pattern is more sharply indicated than at others, but
as a formal pattern, it is present throughout these chapters.'%

Throughout the journey, the type of speech Jesus uses to interact with these three groups is
different. To his followers, he teaches, using parables and sermons to instruct them on how to
follow him. To the crowds that surround him, he offers calls to turn and repent, warning them

about the consequences of ignoring his message. To his opponents who attack him, he harshly

% The most well-known proponent of this model is M.D. Goulder. He sees seven topics that are repeated in reverse
order: A) the question how to inherit eternal life B) faithful prayer C) healing story D) Pharisaic hypocrisy E) love
of money F) repentance and G) rejection of Israel and the invitation to the outcasts. See Michael Goulder, “The
Chiastic Structure of the Lucan Journey” in Studia Evangelica 2. ed. F. L. Cross. (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1964),
195-202.

% Johnson, Luke, 163.

100 | yke Timothy Johnson, The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts, 108.



criticizes, offering parables of rejection and condemnation. As one can see below, the pattern,

while not absolute, shows a clear tendency of the author to alternate between outsiders and

insiders, followers and opponents, as Jesus walks toward Jerusalem.

Table 2a: Recipients of Jesus’s Speech in the Travel Narrative.'°

1

43

9:51-56 (Disciples)

12:13-21 (Crowd)

17:22-18:8 (Disciples)

9:57-62 (Potential Disciples)

12:22-53 (Disciples)

18:9-14 (Pharisees)

10:1-12 (Disciples)

12:54-13:30 (Crowd)

18:26-34 (Disciples)

10:13-15 (Unrepentant Cities)

13:31-14:24 (Pharisees)

18:35-43 (Crowds)

10:16-23 (Disciples)

14:25-35 (Crowd)

18:15-17%92 (Disciples)

10:24-37 (Lawyer)

15:1-32 (Pharisees)

18:18-25 (Rich Ruler)

10:38-42 (Martha)

16:1-13 (Disciples)

18:26-34 (Disciples)

11:1-13 (Disciples)

16:14-31 (Pharisees)

18:35-43 (Crowds)

11:14-36 (Crowd)

17:1-10 (Disciples)

19: 1-27 (Zaccheus/Crowds)

11:37-53 (Pharisees and Lawyer)

17:11-19 (Samaritans)

12:1-12 (Disciples)

17:20-21 (Pharisees)

In particular, it is important to note speech directed toward the followers of Jesus. Jesus spends

more time instructing them than anything else in this section. He teaches them to pray, how to

properly engage in missions, how to persevere in the midst of persecution, etc. It is this repeated

theme that caused Schneider and others to observe that the journey is not simply about depicting

the nature of Jesus as the Messiah who would suffer, but also it was intended to instruct the

disciples within the world of the narrative and the disciples in Luke’s own community about the

101 Table adapted from Johnson, 108 fn 1. He concludes: “As with most formal patterns applied to the Gospels, the
breakdown is not absolute, not are the classifications inarguable. The following listing of the passages together with

a rough designation of the audience or participants at least shows that there is a definite alternation... between the

insiders and the outsides around Jesus”

102 In 18:15, Luke picks up the Markan chronology again
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proper ways to serve Christ. As Johnson states, “in a word, the core of the faithful people is
being prepared on the road to Jerusalem.”2% |t is against this backdrop that one must approach
the story of Martha and her sister in 10:38-42, as Jesus and his disciples come into their village
on their journey.

Jesus’s arrival into Martha’s village in 10:38a, then, should not be read as a simple aside
in the narrative, as if Luke merely inserted it in its current location for no other reason than he
needed to find a space for it. Rather, Luke intentionally reminds his reader of Jesus’s journey as
he introduces the story. If we take the claim seriously that Jesus is preparing his faithful people
along the road, then we should assume that this story will likely point us toward a claim about
how to properly participate in the Kingdom of God. Of course, there is always the possibility that
Jesus is not about to engage with a follower, but rather with an opponent, a claim that is
supported by a negative view of Martha. However, the story immediately follows the Parable of
the Good Samaritan,*® which clearly highlights the importance of radical hospitality and love of
neighbor, and here, we see Jesus entering into a village to himself receive hospitality. This
arrangement of the section prepares the reader to expect that Jesus’s host is likely a follower,
who will be receiving instruction. It is to this host and her positive characterization within the
story that we will now turn in order to show that Jesus’s interaction with her was not adversarial
but rather pedagogical in nature.

“And a certain woman named Martha welcomed him into her home:” Martha’s
characterization

Modern discussions about Luke 10:38-42 are quick to condemn Martha, emphasizing her

103 |pid, 112.
104 The importance of the Parable of the Good Samaritan will be discussed at greater depth during the conclusion of
this chapter.
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stress and her seeming grumpiness in order to depict her as the story’s Villain, one who nags
Jesus about her sister’s inappropriate behavior. As Loveday Alexander observes, this seems
unfair as Martha is repeatedly depicted as the ‘bad sister’ when set against the quiet and pious
nature of Mary.% A close analysis of the characterization of Martha in these verses reveals that
the passage itself presents her as a positive figure, a disciple who serves and welcomes.

She is, in fact, the central character in this vignette. As Seim argues, “Martha plays the
active role that drives the narrative forward; she is the protagonist of the story.”% The disciples
fade away after “while they were traveling” in 10:38a, and the story shifts to focus on Martha’s
welcome of the Lord. This is our first introduction to Martha, that she welcomes (bnedé€ato)
Jesus into the house. The practice of welcoming guests into one’s home is a recurring theme in
Luke-Acts, appearing multiple times throughout both narratives (Luke 7:36-50; 9:51-10:24;
10:38-42; 19:1-10; 24:13-35; Acts 10:1-48; 11:1-18; 28:1-10). Hospitality more broadly is an
important theme throughout Luke-Acts, with Luke drawing upon ancient Mediterranean symbols
and grammar to present his antagonists as violating cultural mores of hospitality and his
protagonists as being proper hosts and hostesses.%” The specific verb, vmodéyopon, is a technical

term indicating an act of hospitality.1% The two other uses of Vmodéyopot in Luke-Acts are found

105 Alexander, “ Sisters in Adversity,” 201. Francois Bovon remarks in his commentary that he easily fell into that
trap that as well, depicting a very negative figure in his interpretation of Mary and Martha until several of his female

PhD students pushed back on his treatment of her, causing him to reevaluate his reading (Bovon, Luke 2.67 fn 1)

108 Turid Seim, The Double Message, 103.

107 Joshua W. Jipp, Divine Visitations and Hospitality to Strangers, An Interpretation of the Malta Episode in Acts
28:1-10, SNT 53 (Boston: Brill, 2013), 171. Jipp offers an in-depth analysis of hospitality in the ancient
Mediterranean world and Luke’s use of that imagery and vocabulary. For an overview of Luke’s depictions of
hospitality, see chapters 5-6.

108 A few brief examples of this technical function can be found in elsewhere in first century Jewish writings and
early Christian literature. In James 2:25, Rahab is said to have received her justificication through welcoming
(dmodeEapévn) and protecting the spies before the battle of Jericho. Ignatius, in his letter to Smyrnaeans, commends
the community for receiving Philo and Rheus Agathopus, “Omode&duevor g draxdvoug @god-” (Ign.Smyrn 10:1).
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in Luke 19:1-10, when Zacchaeus welcomes Jesus in 19:1-10 and in Acts 17:7 when Jason is
said to have welcomed Paul and Silas. In both of these stories, the hosts are presented as
engaging in proper hospitality and true service. Thus, when Luke introduces Martha as
welcoming Jesus, it is not a neutral statement of fact, but rather one that conveys her as a sincere
and good hostess. Joshua Jipp even describes this story and Martha’s behavior as encapsulating
“the nature of hospitality that Jesus desires.”%®

Such hospitality is the expected response for a follower of Christ following the criteria set
out by Jesus earlier in the travel narrative. When Jesus sends out the Seventy in 10:1-12, he
discusses the peace that will be with those towns and homes that receive (déyopar) the
missionaries as opposed to those places that do not welcome them. Furthermore, in contrast to
Martha’s act of welcoming Jesus into her home after he enters her village (k®un) the Samaritans
are presented negatively in 9:52-53, when they do not receive him into their village (kdun).*°
Furthermore, when read alongside the story which immediately precedes it, the Parable of the
Good Samaritan in 10:25-37, one can see that Martha’s hospitality reflects the actions of a true

neighbor. As Warren Carter argues:

Martha appears in 10:38 as an embodiment of the positive responses named
through chapter 10. In receiving Jesus, Martha is a child of peace (10:6) who
has encountered God’s reign (10:9). She is not subject to the curses and
eschatological warnings of 10:12-15...She appears as the model disciple in
contrast to those in the previous verses who do not receive Jesus’s messenger

Josephus also uses the word to express true expressions of hospitality throughout his writings. For instance, see
Against Apion 1.247: “[6 v Aifdnov Paciiedg] dc dmodelauevog kol Tog dyhovg Thvtog HroroPmv oig Eoyev 1
xopa” (See Karl H. Rengstorf, ed. The Complete Concordance of Flavius Josephus. 4 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1973-
83),4:253.)

109 Jipp, Divine Visitations and Hospitality to Strangers, 226.

101t is worth noting here that the use of kdun is a common Lukan expression, showing up 13 times in Luke-Acts,
many of them in the travel narrative. Also, while the village mentioned in 10:38 is usually thought to be Bethany,
the text does not supply that piece of information, leaving an unnamed village. Bethany is usually supplied because
of John 11, which locates Mary and Martha and their brother Lazarus as living in Bethany.
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(9:52-53; 10:10).1!

Thus, our introduction to Martha is entirely positive. She is doing what Luke has prepared his
audience to expect from followers. She physically receives Christ into her home.

Before moving on to discuss the other aspects of her characterization, we must briefly
address the question of whether or not the text originally included the phrase “&ig tov oikov
avTiic” or some variation thereof. The current text of NA 28 does not include it, suggesting that
the inclusion of “in her house” was a later variant with wide attestation. Similarly, Bruce
Metzger argues that “no motive is apparent for the deletion of the phrase ‘into her house’ if it
were present in the text originally,” arguing that it is more likely to be addition as vVmedé€ato
seems to call for a concluding phrase.''? This claim, however, is not supported by the three other
New Testament appearances of this phrase. When vredé€oto appears elsewhere in the New
Testament it lacks lack any additional prepositional phrases after the verb. This makes it
unlikely that a scribe would introduce a prepositional phrase onto a verb which typically stands
alone. The longer reading is a more difficult one, but it allows 10:38 to better align with Luke
10:5-7 which, as mentioned, discusses proper protocol for disciples into someone’s oikia. '3

Moreover, despite Metzger’s claim that there are no reasons for omission, Bovon argues
that there is a potential motive in that Martha’s role as the apparent head of the household would

seem improper to some early copyists.}'* He thinks that referring to the house as hers would

imply ownership, a thought that would have been improper in some corners of ancient

11 Warren Carter, “Getting Martha Out of the Kitchen,” 219.

112 Bryce Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the New Testament (Stuttgart: United Bible Societies, 1975), 153.
113 Brutscheck, Maria-Marta Erzahlung, 18,

114 Bovon, 2:70. This appears particularly evident in those manuscripts that omit “her,” leaving Jesus to simply be
welcomed into the house.
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Mediterranean world. Luke himself does not seem to have that particular concern as we see
another female home owner in Acts when Lydia receives Paul and the others into her
house.!*®Another potential reason for discomfort is that in John’s account in 12:1, it is Lazarus
and not Martha who is explicitly called the homeowner. This discrepancy could have led to
scribal harmonizing, which led to the phrase simply being omitted, eliminating both the
contradiction and any potential impropriety.

Furthermore, a significant number of early manuscripts support the reading “into her
house” including several early ones, such as Sinaiticus and Alexandrinus. In fact, there are only
three Greek sources which omit the phrase: two papyri (5% and 5 ) and Vaticanus. Given the
scribal tendency in papyri to omit small phrases, neither 55416 nor 87> 117 seem sufficient to
justify the argument that the primitive text ended with avtov. This leaves only Vaticanus against
several other comparably early Uncials, leading me to conclude that €ic Tov oixov obtiig is to be
preferred, following the argument of James Royse: “In particular, as long as the competing
readings are all early, the preference must lie with the longer reading.”*8 In this case, | think it is
clear that when one examines the evidence, the shorter reading seems unlikely to have been the
earlier version. However, regardless of whether or not we can definitely decide which version

was the earliest, the text points to Martha being the primary figure and caretaker of this home.

115 Similar language is used there. See Acts 16:15: 6 ¢ 8¢ £Bantiodn kai 6 oikog avTiic, Topekdresey Aéyovoa: &l
KEKPIKOATE [LE TOTHV TA KVpim elvar, ElceABOVTES €ig TOV 01KOV pov péveTe: Kai TapefLécaTo MudC.

116 On €B45, see James Royse, The Scribal Habits of the Early Greek New Testament Manuscripts, 103-197,
particularly, 131-141, 197. He concludes “the scribe has a marked tendency to omit portions of the text, often as it
seems accidentally, but perhaps also by deliberate pruning” (197). Colwell similarly argues for a tendency to omit
phrases in ‘B45. See also Colwell, “Scribal Habit,” 118-119.

17 0on €B75, see Royse, Scribal Habits, 615-704, particularly 662-665, 704: “the scribe has a low frequency of
addition and omits more than three times as often as he adds.” (704).

118 Royse, 734.
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There is no mention of a hushand or a brother. She and Jesus are the main characters in this
narrative. She is the one who shows Jesus hospitality. Like the women mentioned in 8:1-3, she
appears to be providing for Jesus out of her own resources. Dropping the phrase “into her home”
obscures this important point.

Martha is also depicted in the narrative as the one who serves (dtokovém) and as one
engaged in service (dtokovia). Atakovia is a complex word with a number of meanings in the
ancient world and it shows up repeatedly in different contexts throughout Luke-Acts. John
Collins dedicated an entire monograph to analyzing these different meanings.*®* He concludes
from an analysis of a wide range of Greco-Roman sources, including the New Testament, that
dwakovia had a broader sense in the ancient world than simple table serving. Rather, he argues
that it often represented any kind of service that took place between two points. For instance, it
can refer to the activity of relating a message, performing errands, participating in priestly roles,
relating divine revelations, waiting tables, doing civil servant jobs, and many others.?® Much has
been written about implications of this language appearing in Luke 10:38-42 and what its usage
might mean for women in ministry during the first century.'?* However, much of this work has
been historical in nature as scholars have attempted to reconstruct the types of ministry this word
might have referred to in the early church and the debates regarding women’s participation in

them.122

119 John N. Collins, Diakonia:Re-interpreting the Ancient Resources. New York: Oxford University Press, 1990.
120 collins, 173-91.

121 For instance, see Barbara Reid, Choosing the Better Part, 47-48; Schussler-Fiorenza, But She Said, 63 and Turid
Seim, The Double Message, 100-101.

122 1t should be noted that John Collins has been critical of this debate and how it has appropriated his own research.
He argues that diaxovia is not referring to a specific ministry but rather can operate with a different meaning
depending on the context: “The reason the words apply to women in three instances in the Gospel is simply that the
narrative requires appropriate words for attendance upon guests or master; on the other hand, they apply to men in
the public roles of mission and proclamation in Acts (and in Paul) because the words properly designate such
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Setting aside historical critical questions, a literary approach can help us understand how
diakon- language functions within Luke-Acts, which will in turn allow us to better understand
how its usage in Luke 10:40 further defines Martha’s character. First, one frequently finds
dwaxovém used in passages relating to women who serve Jesus. In Luke 4:39, Peter’s mother-in-
law is said to serve them immediately after her healing: “mapaypiipo 6& dvactdco SiKOvEL
avtoic.” Similarly, in Luke 8:1-3, Luke describes a number of women who were traveling with
Jesus and the Twelve, serving them out of their own resources, “aitiveg 1Ko6voOLY 0OTOIC £K TV
vrapydvtov avtaic.” Thus, when Martha is described as serving she fits into a set of women
who minister to Jesus during his life, supporting his ministry.

However, beyond references to women, Jesus uses diakon- language in his own
teaching about the Kingdom of God. In Luke 12:37, Jesus says that the slaves that found
waiting for their master (0 kOp1og) will be blessed and that their master will have them sit
and eat, while he serves them (kai Taperbav drakoviieer avtoic). Here, it is the kOprog who
serves his slaves. This is their eschatological reward. It also represents the reversal that
occurs in the Kingdom of God. The greatest serve the least. This is further emphasized in
during the Last Supper in Luke 22:26-27. Here, Jesus settles a dispute between his disciples

over who is the greatest among them, which is worth quoting in full:

VUEIC 6€ ovy oVT™G, AL O peilwv év LUV But not so with you; rather the greatest among

Ywéohw ig O vemdTtePOg Kol 0 Nyobuevog g 6 you must become like the youngest, and the

dwakovav. tic yap ueilov, 6 avaxeipevogfi 6 leader like one who serves. For who is

OLaKOVAV; 0VYL O AVAKEIIEVOC; £YO) OE &V greater, the one who is at the table or the one

HECH VUMV EUL OC O OLUKOVADV. who serves? Is it not the one at the table? But
| am among you as one who serves.

activities, especially as these are of a religious character. The two applications owe nothing to Luke’s estimations of
women Vis-a-vis men, provide no evidence of bias against women, and arise simply because of Luke’s competence
in the Greek language.” (“Did Luke Intend a Disservice to Women in the Martha and Mary Story?” Biblical

Theology Bulletin 28.3 (1998), 110)
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Jesus has already embodied this service immediately prior in the narrative as he served his

disciples during the meal. In the Kingdom of God, there is an ethic of service with Jesus himself

providing the example. As I. Howard Marshall observes, the parable is set up to reinforce the

contrast between Jesus and the secular world since Jesus is present to the disciples as a servant

despite the fact that he is greater than the ones seated at the table with him.*23 Thus, when Martha

serves Jesus in 10:40, she is participating in Kingdom behavior. To engage in physical service is

not a demeaning activity in Luke, but rather it is the action of Jesus himself and those who also

participate in that form of service imitate him.?*

This positive view of service continues throughout Acts. In Acts 1:17 and 25, the

Apostles are searching for a replacement for Judas to join them in their diaxovia. Here, the word

represents the ministry that the disciples are engaged in as they begin the work of the church.

Similarly, in Acts 6:1-4, two different types of diokovia are displayed:

‘Ev 8¢ 1aig quépatg tahtang TAnfuvovimv tdv
LotV £YEVETO YOYYLGUOG TAV EAANVIcTOV
np0og T0vg EPpaiove, 811 mapebempodvto &v
1] Stoukovig T Kabnuepvi) ai yfpot adTdv.
2npockalecdpevol 6& ol dmdeka O TAN00g
TGV padnTdV Moy oK ApesTOV doTtv NG
KaToAelyavtog TOV AOYov Tod Be0D d1oKOVELY
tpomélong. 3émokéyace 6, dderpol, dvdpag
€€ DUAV LOPTLPOVUEVOLG EMTA, TAN|PELG
TVEOUATOG Kol 60PiaG, 0VG KOTAGTICOUEY Tl
¢ xpelag Tavtng, 4Npeis d¢ Th TposevyT Kol
1] O1EKOVig TOD AOYOV TPOCKOAPTEPT|COUEV.

Now during those days, when the disciples
were increasing in number, the Hellenists
complained against the Hebrews because their
widows were being neglected in the daily
distribution of food. And the twelve called
together the whole community of the disciples
and said, “It is not right that we should neglect
the word of God in order to wait on tables.
Therefore, friends, select from among
yourselves seven men of good standing, full
of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may
appoint to this task, while we, for our part,
will devote ourselves to prayer and to the
ministry of the word.

1231, Howard Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, NIGNT 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1978), 814.
124 Another usage of Swaxovia in Luke is found in 17:7-10. There, Jesus instructs his disciples that like slaves who
serve without being thanked, they should also do all that is expected of them. In this, service appears to be part of

the basic expectations for all who follow Christ.
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Usually this passage is invoked to argue that Martha’s form of service is comparable to the form
of service done by the Seven who are appointed by the Twelve. The Seven, as one discovers in
Acts, are engaged in a full and vibrant ministry that includes preaching the word and table
fellowship. However, this seems to ignore the fact that words can operate with different
meanings in different context. Simply because the word refers to a more technical form of
ministry in Acts 6 does not necessarily mean we need to assume that technical form in Luke 10.

A better approach to the relationship between Acts 6 and Luke 10 is to examine the
shared tension in both passages between a physical form of service on one hand and being
concerned with the word of God on the other. After all, beyond the shared vocabulary, one can
also see what appears to be a parallel structure. The Twelve are going to pray and serve the
Word, like Mary sitting at the feet of Jesus, while the Seven are going to serve tables like
Martha. Both of these are positive roles, but reveal a tension between physical service and
devotion, which as Koperski argues “manifests a tension that has been mirrored through the
centuries in the variety of interpretations of the Lukan texts that express some sort of polarity.”?°
Thus, when we return to the use of dwakovig in Luke 10:40, one sees that Luke is characterizing
Martha as one engaged in physical service in order to take care of Jesus. Like the women in Luke
8:1-3, like Jesus himself in Luke 22:24-27, and like the Seven in Acts 6:1-4, Martha is
participating in the Kingdom of God through her service.

Thus, we can conclude that Martha’s initial characterization is positive. She welcomes
Jesus and she serves him. Both of these acts confirm Martha’s status as a true disciple. The first

qualifying note comes in 10:40, where Luke describes Martha as being nepieondito by much

125 Koperski, “Luke 10:38-40 and Acts 6:1-7,” 194.
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service. I[Iepondw is a New Testament hapax legomena, meaning “to have one’s attention
directed from one thing to another, to be distracted, quite busy or overburdened.”*?® Since there
is no parallel usage in the New Testament, it will be useful to briefly examine some of the other
contexts in which this verb appears. It is found six times in the LXX, mostly in the wisdom
literature of Ecclesiastes and Sirach. In Ecclesiastes in particular, the verb holds the connotation

of being distracted by the inevitable trials and worries of life, given to humanity by God:

1:13 kol £dcka TV Kapdiov pov Tod And | applied my heart to seek out and
gk(ntioot kai tod katackéyachot &v Ti) examine by wisdom concerning all things that
ool TEPL TAVTOV TAOV YIVOUEV®V VIO TOV are done under heaven, for God has given to
ovpavdv: 6t mepiomacuov Tovnpov Edmkev 6 the sons of men an evil distraction to be

®&e0¢ 101G LIOIg TAOV AVOpOTOV TOD distracted with.

nepLonacOat £v avTd.

3:10 €idov oOV ThvTa TOV TEPIGTAGUOV, OV | have seen all the distractions, which God has
gdmxev 0 Oeog T0ig vioig TV avBpdrmv Tod  given to the sons of men to be distracted with.
nepronacOat £v avTd.

5:19 611 00 ToAG pynoOnoeTal Tag NUEPaG For he shall not much remember the days of

Mg (ot avTod” 611 6 Oeoc meprom@ avtov v his life; for God distracted him in the mirth of
e0QpocHVY Kapdiag avTod. his heart.

In these passages, the distractions are an inevitable part of the human condition, and they involve
the everyday experiences of life, such as property and family. In this respect, it seems
unavoidable that all humankind will be weighed down by these distractions. In other contexts,
particularly in Stoic discourse, one finds these distractions can be avoided by proper orientation

to the self. This usage is the clearest in Epictetus, who uses nepieondrto when discussing how a

philosopher is able to withstand the distractions of life:

126 BDAG, s.v. mepionbo, 804.
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3.9.19 edoyoAd yap* 00 TEPLOTATAL LLOV T For, I have plenty of leisure; my mind is not
S16voto. Ti oo U mEpLomApEvOg; Y’ being dragged this way and that. What shall |
do, seeing there is nothing that disturbs me?
3.19.1 ‘H npdt dopopd idudtov Koi The first difference between a layman and a
QIAOGOPOL- O LEV AEYEL 0Vail ot J1d. TO philosopher: The one says, “Woe is me
TodGPLov, 610 TOV ASEAPOV, oval d1d TOV because of my child, my brother, woe because
notépa, 0 &°, Gv mot’ einelv dvaykooHf), ovai  of my father”; and the other, if he can ever be
pot ¢moeTioas AEyel OU uE. compelled to say, “Woe is me,” adds, after a

pause, “because of myself.”?®

Epictetus argues that outside sources such as family and possessions are unfortunate distractions
that are able to lead the non-philosopher away from truly being able to focus on what matters,
namely controlling his or her own will.

He further develops this point in his discussion on the calling of a Cynic and whether or

not they should marry in 3.22:

oG & 0DONE KATAGTAGE®MC, 0foL VOV But in such an order of things as the present,

goTv, OG &v mapatdel, un Tot which is like that of a battle-field, it is a question,
anepionmaoctov sivor 5&i tov Kvvikov, dhov  perhaps, if the Cynic ought not to be free from
TpOg Ti draKovig tod Oeod, Emportdy distraction, wholly devoted to the service of

avOpmmoig duvapevov, ov mpocdedeuévov  God, free to go about among men, not tied down
Kobnkovot idiwtikoig ovd’ éumemheypévov by the private duties of men, nor involved in
oyéoeoty, ag mapafaivav ovkétt odoel to - relationships which he cannot violate and still
700 KahoD Kai dyafod TpOSmTOV, maintain his role as a good and excellent man,

Here, Epictetus argues that cares and concerns of running the household will inevitably distract
the Cynic from their service (diakovig) to God. He will have to fetch water for his children’s
baths, take care of his wife, and have host other daily distractions. These distractions keep one

from that which is of greater importance, the pursuit of philosophical lifestyle. Freedom from

127 Epictetus, Diatr. 3.9.19 (Oldfather, LCL)

128 Epictetus, Diatr. 3.19.1 (Oldfather, LCL) Not to contradict Oldfather here, but a better translation of the verb in
this passage would be: ““Woe is me, he says, troubled, ‘because of myself.”
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distractions allow one to serve God.

Turning back to our passage, Martha has allowed herself to be distracted by her service to
the Lord. She is distracted by all the physical service demanded by hosting and also, in some
sense, by her sister’s lack of service. According to Ecclesiastes, this nepiomacudc is the
inevitable distraction of life. However, it seems as though Martha’s problem here is not that
these things are occurring, but rather that she has allowed herself to be troubled by them. Bovon
argues, correctly, that often this word is assumed to reflect Martha’s poor attitude, but that if we
take into account her position as the head of the household hosting an important visitor, “it is to
be seen that this surfeit of activities understandable but disproportionate kept Martha from
experiencing what was most important at that moment.”*?® However, if we take into
consideration the range of usage supplied by Epictetus’s understanding of the word, we can see
that it can also carry the sense of incorrect orientation, letting outside factors negatively affect
one’s own soul.’®® As I have already argued, Martha’s service and hospitality are markers of her
discipleship, but it appears that Luke is setting the reader up to understand that her good behavior
may have the effect of her being improperly oriented toward Jesus. It is the first sign that this
story will lead to a reversal of expectations over what is good and what is better.

In summary, Martha is introduced in Luke 10 as a positive character, who welcomes
Jesus into her household and offers him hospitality. She takes care of Jesus out of her own
resources like the women in 8:1-3 and she hosts him like Zaccheus in 17:1-9. She fits into a line
of men and women followers of Jesus who support his ministry and offer him hospitality.

Furthermore, she is engaged in much service, another commendable act throughout Luke-Acts,

129 Bovon, Luke, 2.71.
130 This is not to argue any sort of dependency between Epictetus and Luke or even Ecclesiastes and Luke
necessarily, but rather to show that within the discourse of the first century, mepiondm held this range of meaning.
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one that reflects the behavior of the followers of Christ, whether they are engaged in the more
menial tasks of waiting on tables or on the more ecclesial tasks of ministry. Both are equally
presented as the actions of disciples. Martha is distracted by these actions, but this description
does not suggest that we should read her character negatively, but rather suggests that the story is
about to reveal what things Martha should properly focus on. It is the beginning of the tension
found in this story between two different types of good behavior. It should also be noted that
none of her characterization is particularly rooted in her identity as a woman. As Alexander
argues, “her gender is simply part of the minimal background information which the narrator has
to supply in order to explain the situation presupposed in the narrative.”*** Even her distraction is
not something unique to her because of her gender, as it seems that all human beings are at risk
of being distracted by the everyday tasks of living. Overall, we find that Martha is primarily

depicted in the narrative as a disciple who hosts and serves.

“And she had a sister named Mary, who was sitting at the feet of the Lord:” Mary’s
characterization
Mary is introduced only through her familial relationship with Martha and her overall

characterization is also positive. While she never speaks in this story, a point that will be
discussed later, she is described as both sitting at the feet of the Lord and as listening to the word
of the Lord, both of which are clear markers of her status as a disciple of Jesus. In this section, |
analyze these descriptions in the larger context of Luke-Acts to show that Luke is clearly
depicting Mary in a positive light as he did with her sister Martha, before turning to an analysis
of her silence.

First, we find Mary, sitting at the feet of Lord. This introduction sets the scene for Mary

181 Alexander, “Sisters in Adversity,” 208.
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to also be seen as a disciple. The exact verb Luke uses, napakadilm, is another NT hapax
legomenon, meaning to sit down beside.*? However, what is more important is where she is
sitting: at the feet of the Lord. This position denotes a recognition and respect of authority. For
instance, this can be seen in Jesus’s encounter with the sinful woman in Luke 7:36-50. In this
story, the woman stands before the feet of Jesus (otdca dnicw mapd tovg TS0 avtod) and then
she bathes his feet (Bpéyetv Tov¢ m6dag avtod) and kisses them (kotepiiel Tovg TOSAG AOTOD).
This anointing and washing of Jesus’s feet conveys a powerful moment in the gospel in which
the woman shows her enormous respect and affection for Jesus. This is criticized by the host,
Simon the Pharisee, as improper behavior, leading Jesus to defend her actions as appropriate and
rooted. In this story, the woman is vindicated and presented as the model disciple. Similarly in
Luke 17:11-19, Jesus heals ten lepers, but only one, a Samaritan, returns after realizing that he
has been healed and falls before Jesus’s feet (énecev €ni mpOcOMOV TOPE TOVG TOSAG AOTOD) to
give thanks. Like the sinful woman in Luke 7, Luke also presents these actions positively as
Jesus praises the Samaritan for his faith. In the narrative, both of these characters reveal their
respect for Jesus by placing themselves before Jesus’s feet. It illustrates that they recognize Jesus
as an authority and that they are willing to show their gratitude by humbling themselves before
him. 133

Furthermore, the specific construction used in 10:39, sitting at someone’s feet, occurs

two other times in Luke-Acts.*®* First, in Luke 8:35, the healed demoniac is found clothed, sane

12 BDAG, s.v. mapokadilm, 765.

133 In Acts 4:32-37, the disciples are depicted as having authority as the members of the first church sell their
possessions and place them at the feet of the apostles (tapd tovg T6dac TdV dnootéAmV). Similarly, in Acts 10:25,
Cornelius falls as Peter’s feet.

134 For a more in-depth discussion, see Brutscheck, Die Maria-Marta Erzahlung, 124-126.
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and sitting at the feet of Jesus: “cOpov ka@fpevov 1oV &vOponov ap’ od To Sopdvia EERAOEV
ipatiopévov Kai co@povodvia mapd Tovg 16dag 100 Incod,” Here, the demoniac is depicted as
a new convert of Christ who then seeks to go with Jesus. Similarly, in Acts 22:3, during Paul’s
speech after his arrest in Jerusalem, he identifies himself as a Jew brought up in the city at the
feet of Gamaliel, “avateOpoappévog 8¢ €v Th moOAeL vy, AP TOVS T6d0g IaparmA” This
phrasing clearly depicts Paul as a student and follower of Gamaliel. Thus, by placing Mary at
Jesus’s feet, Luke further emphasizes her role as a disciple, as she is learning from one with
greater authority.

Despite claims that Luke’s depiction of Mary reveals the countercultural nature of Jesus
who allowed women to learn from him, the text itself gives no indication that this is meant to be
read as an abnormal occurrence. In fact, throughout Luke-Acts, Jesus and the leaders of the early
church are depicted talking to and educating women. For instance, in Acts 16, Paul speaks to
Lydia and goes to her household, with no mention of this being inappropriate. Barbara Reid
argues that while social mores about interactions between men and women existed, they were not
uniformly observed, particularly in the shifting world of the first century.'® Rather, within the
Greco-Roman and the Jewish world, there are examples of women being educated in philosophy
and religion.!3 Thus, if the text itself does not present Mary’s position as unique, then neither
should modern readers. Instead of focusing on the degree of radicalness of Jesus’s acceptance of

a woman, we should instead ask how Mary’s depiction as a disciple affects the interpretation of

1% Barbara Reid, The Better Part, 150.

1% For instance, see Musonius Rufus, Fragment 3 (That Women Too Should Study Philosophy): “But above all a
woman must be chaste and self-controlled...l would add yet these: to control her temper, not to be overcome by
grief, to be superior to uncontrolled emotion of every kind. Now these are the things which the teaching of

philosophy transmit and the person who has learned them and practices them would seem to me to have become a
well-ordered and seemly character, whether man or woman” (Abraham Malherbe (ed), Moral Exhortation: A Greco-

Roman Sourcebook, Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986, 133).
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the passage.'®’ While Martha welcomes Jesus, Mary sits at his feet and listens to his words.

The fact that Mary is said to be “hearing the word” (fjkovev TOvV Adyov avTod) is
particularly important for correctly reading this story. The theme of listening to the word of the
Lord is a recurring one in Luke-Acts (Luke 5:1, 6:47, 7:29, 8:14, 21; 10:16; 11:28; 14:35; Acts
2:22; 4;4; 10:22; 13:7, 44; 15:7; 19:10; 10:28) and appears as a core element of authentic
discipleship. For Luke, the true disciple listens to the Word of God and then obeys it. Jesus
addresses this point directly later in the travel narrative in 11:28, when a woman calls out from
the crowd: Blessed is the womb that bore and the breasts that nursed you (poxopiao 1) kothio 1y
Baoctdcacd og kai poctol obg €0MAacac). Jesus responds to the woman’s blessing by responding
that one who is actually blessed is the one who hears the word of God and obeys it (nokdaptot ot
arxovovtec TOV Adyov Tod Beod kal puAdocovteg). Jesus’s mother actually qualifies under both
blessings as she is the first example of listening and obeying in the gospel. In Luke 1:38, she
responds with a spirit of obedience to the angel’s message from God about her upcoming
pregnancy. As Johnson observes, “For Luke, Mary does hear the word and keep it.”1%

Similarly, in Luke 8:21, Jesus responds that this true family are the ones who listen to the
Word of God and do it (6 ufTnp pov koi ddedpoi pov ovtol gicty ol TOV Adyov tod Oeod
axovovrteg kai Tolodvteg). And in the parable of the Sower and the Seeds in Luke 8:4-15, Jesus
tells the disciples that the good soil is the one who hears the word and holds onto it. All of these

passages emphasize the underlying claim that listening to the word of God is central to correctly

137 For a fuller discussion of the complex and at times contradictory nature of women’s roles in the Greco-Roman
world and the early church, see Susan Hylen, The Modest Apostle: Thecla and the History of Women in the Early

Church. Oxford: Oxford University, 2015. For a deeper look at the roles of women in the Jewish context, see

Bernadette J. Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue. BJS 36. Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982.
Brooten analyzes inscriptional evidence to show that women served at times in leadership roles in synagogues

throughout the ancient Mediterranean world.
138 Johnson, Luke, 133.
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participating in discipleship. In Luke’s gospel, listening is not simply a passive act but one that
leads to action. It is against this backdrop that one should read Luke’s description of Mary as
she sits listening to Jesus’s words. By depicting her in this manner, Luke also conveys the
expectation that Mary, like the Mother of God, is among those who are the good soil, who listens
and acts accordingly.

This raises the question of Mary’s silence in the text. All of the dialogue in this narrative
is between Martha and Jesus; Mary is a silent character who is discussed but does not enter the
conversation herself. Feminist scholars have argued it is Mary’s silence and passivity that has
made her the favorite sister of interpreters throughout history.'3® We cannot ignore the
patriarchal impulse to favor silent women over women who speak, but the question is whether
Luke is intentionally favoring Mary because she is silent within the passage itself. In some ways,
her silence is expected, given the inner logic of the text itself. As Seim points out, “Mary’s silent
listening is not exceptional: at the outset, this is true of everyone. In relation to the word of the
Jesus, they find themselves in the position of the listener. First, one must listen and be taught.”4°
In Seim’s reading, there is no intentional silencing of her character.

Alexander also argues that Mary’s silence is anticipated by the story itself, but for a
different reason. According to her interpretation, Mary does not speak because Mary is not a
main character.'*! She is a background character meant to spur the conversation between Martha

and Jesus. Martha acts and speaks, whereas Mary’s actions are described in a subclause relating

139 Elizabeth Moltmann-Wendel discusses the male exegete’s privileging of Mary because of her silence and the
problems that stem from that reading. See Elizabeth Moltmann Wendel, The Women around Jesus (London: SCM
Press, 1982) 51-54. See also, Alexander, “Sisters in Adversity,” 198-200; Schussler Fiorenza, But She Said, 60-62.
This exegetical tendency could reflect the influence of | Tim 2:15, in which the author argues that women should be

silent in church.
140F

141 Alexander, “Sisters in Adversity,” 198-206
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to her familial relationship to Martha. She holds that this story is not Mary and Martha’s story
but rather Martha’s story: “What we have then is not a three-cornered scene but as so often in the
gospels a dialogue between two characters, Jesus and Martha; Mary’s action provoke the
dialogue, but she does not herself speak or appear on stage.”'*2 This is why Mary does not speak
because her speech is unnecessary to the story itself.2*® If we treat Mary as background character
around whom the action revolves, but who herself is not a part of the conversation, then her lack
of speech is not actually notable.

The view that Mary is a background character, however, is not universally held. Bovon
actually argues the opposite; he claims that Mary is the main character of this story around which
the entire story centers despite her lack of recorded speech.** Most readings treat the two sisters
as equal characters, emphasizing a three-pronged narrative.**® This dispute over how to fit Mary
into the narrative begins to reveal the tension inherent in the construction of the story itself.
While Martha is clearly the dominant sister in the narrative, given most of the action and the
speech, Mary’s characterization moves beyond that of a secondary character. She is clearly
depicted by Luke as a disciple, albeit one who takes a different form than her sister. She is also
characterized positively. Thus, unlike readings that try to place the two sisters in opposition to
one another, one can see that the comparison seems to be between two different goods. As
Alexander argues, “in terms of gospel discourse, however, the story offers a choice between two

good types of behavior, listening to Jesus and serving him, and this is the heart of the

142 1hid, 206.

143 This follows a common trend in short contained narratives in Luke: they are self-contained, stripped to the
essential details, usually between two characters or two groups of characters. See Donahue, The Gospel in Parable,
21-22.

144 Bovon, Luke, 2:68.

145 Brutscheck, Die Marie-Marta-Erzéhlung, 30-49.
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paradox.”'*® The paradox is seen in stronger terms when we turn to examine Martha’s request
and Jesus’s response 10:40-42.

“Lord, do you not care?” Martha’s accusation and request

As previously discussed, Martha is said to be distracted by her serving and hospitality.
This distraction, Luke tells us, leads her to turn to Jesus, her guest of honor, with an accusation
and a request. It is at this point in the narrative that many popular interpretations have argued that
complaining Martha descends into nagging the Lord about her saintly sister. However, a
nuanced look at v. 40 reveals several complex interpretative decisions that must be made about
the nature of Martha’s statement. First, what is the impact of épictnu in this verse? Second,
what is at the root of Martha’s rhetorical question to Jesus and her accusation of her sister? Third
and finally, how should one understand the nature of her command to Jesus? My discussion will
show how Martha’s question begins to reveal the root of her misorientation and how her question
itself forces Jesus to adjudicate between the two forms of discipleship that Martha and her sister
embody.

Luke includes an interesting detail at the beginning of Martha’s speech to Jesus. He
describes her as coming up to him to speak (émotdco 8¢ ginev). The specific verb, épiotnp, is a
Lukan favorite, meaning in this instance to “stand at or near a specific place or living entitities
often with the connation of suddenness.”**” Sometimes, it is divine visitors who appear in this
sudden manner. For instance, the angel of the Lord appears suddenly to the shepherds in 2:9 and

the men at the tomb appear in the same manner in Luke 24:4. Other times, it is opponents or

146 Alexander, “Sisters in Adversity,” 211. Bovon similarly argues the characterization of the two sisters represents
“a harmonious and symmetrical presentation of Martha’s welcome and Mary’s listening.” (Luke, 2.71)

¥ BDAG, s.v. épiotnu, 418; c.f LS s.v. épictu, which differientiates between hostile and non-hostile uses of
the word. Of the 21 uses of épiotnut in the New Testament, 18 of those appear in Luke-Acts.
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enemies who come up in this way, as in Luke 20:1 when the scribes and chief priests approach
Jesus to trap him, or in Acts 6:12 when the scribes come upon Stephen to arrest him. Sometimes,
it carries a more neutral tone, reflecting the basic suddenness of an act, as in Luke 2:38 when
Anna, the faithful widow, comes upon the holy family in the temple. The question then is in
what sense should we read Martha’s appearance next to Jesus? Should we read épiotnu as a
negative descriptor of Martha? Is she rushing up to Jesus, accusatory, angry, and out of sorts? Or
is it a more neutral description, a literary flourish included to show her urgency and to build the
narrative tension around their encounter?

| think = it is likely the latter. Martha is not an opponent of Jesus. She is not trying to
trick him like the religious leaders often try to do. Luke has already established Martha as acting
like a disciple. One could argue that Martha is instead being cast as an opponent of Mary, whose
actions she views as unacceptable, and Luke uses épiotnut here to emphasize this displeasure.
However, it is unlikely that this detail is intended to indicate some overtly negative or
manipulative behavior on Martha’s part. This is an encounter with Jesus over what Martha
perceives to be a legitimate wrong.

Martha begins her address with a seemingly rhetorical question: (Lord, do you not care
that my sister has left me alone to serve? (kVpie, 00 pHELEL GOL OTL 1] AGEAPY| LOL LOVIV LE
Kotélmev dwokoveiv;) The verb, pélhm, only appears here in Luke and only once in Acts, but it
evokes a similar sense as the disciples’ plea to Jesus in Mark 4:38, “Lord, do you not care that
we are perishing?”1%® Both seem to be an accusation focusing on Jesus’s seeming indifference to

a problem immediately at hand. Here, Martha is concerned that her sister has left her alone to

148 It is interesting that in Luke 8:24, which is Luke’s account of that same story, he does not use that construction,
but rather “émiotdra émotdta, dmoAldueda.”
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serve. Interestingly, she does not refer to Mary by her name, but rather by her familial
connection. Martha’s distraction at serving appears to be further heightened by her sister’s lack
of service. This further reveals Martha’s disorientation. Martha clearly feels abandoned by her
sister in her time of need. Instead of directing her attention to the Lord and to her own actions,
she instead is focused on her sister and her sister’s actions. By allowing her sister’s behavior to
upset her, she is participating in the type of distraction Epictetus warned against by allowing
familial issues to cause internal grief.

This disorientation leads her to accuse her sister, and she demands that Jesus resolve their
domestic dispute.'® She commands him to speak to her: ing obv ovtij tva ot cuvavTIAdpnTaL.
On one hand, her request is not unreasonable.'®® She has a lot of work to do to properly host
Jesus; Mary should help her get everything done. The specific verb, cuvavtihappavoua, is a
fairly rare verb, used only one other time in the New Testament (Rom 8:26) and it means to “to
come to the aid of, be of assistance to, to help (someone).”*®* In Exod 18:22 (LXX), the judges
who are selected by Moses to lead the people are called upon to help Moses by lightening his
caseload. Similarly, in Rom 8:26, Paul writes that the Spirit helps us in our weakness. 1*> The
use of this verb conveys the sense that Martha is dealing with a great burden which Mary should
help support. Furthermore, the narrative can be structured in such a way as to evoke sympathy

for the overwhelmed hostess. After all, as we have already seen, she has acted hospitably, in the

149 C.f. Luke 12:13, where Jesus is asked to intervene in another domestic dispute, this time between two brothers
and their inheritance. Another domestic dispute is depicted in Luke 15:11-32 in the Parable of the Prodigal Son. In
that narrative, it is an older brother who is upset about his younger brother’s behavior and the treatment he is
receiving despite that behavior. It should also be noted that in neither of these examples are the genders of the
sibling pair a primary point of discussion.

10 Alexander, “Sisters in Adversity,” 210.

1 BDAG, s.v. cuvavtihapBavopor, 965.

152 A final reference can be found in Ps 88:22 (LXX): 1} y&p x&ip pov suvavtiMpyerar odtd, kol 6 Bpayiov pov
KOTIoY00EL QO TOV
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manner that followers of Jesus are supposed to act. This is further emphasized if one reads her
distraction as inevitable when faced with a number of tasks.

On the other hand, however, her request and accusation reveal that she is improperly
focused on her sister instead of the one she is serving. Furthermore, it is her accusation which
forces the tension between the two different types of discipleship (represented by the sisters’
behavior) to escalate. Without her complaint, the two forms could have existed alongside each
other, but she forces Jesus to essentially choose between her serving and Mary’s listening. Her
distraction and frustration at her sister has not allowed her to focus on what is ultimate, forcing
her service to become a burden to her. Thus, she demands that Jesus intervene and force her
sister to stop listening and help her. By seeking to be vindicated, she has placed the burden on
Jesus to decide between the two.

“And the Lord, answering her, said:” Jesus’s paradoxical response
The most difficult interpretive questions in this story concern Jesus’s response to

Martha’s request in vs. 41-42. At this point, as we have seen, Luke has set up two good
behaviors. But Martha has put them at odds with one another, and Jesus must choose the correct
one. Martha has been showing Jesus hospitality and serving him, while Mary has been listening
to his teaching; narratively, either sister or both could be in the right. Martha, through her
accusation and request has now demanded that Jesus decide between the two forms, by either
telling Mary to stop listening and go help her sister, or by rejecting Martha’s request. However,
Jesus responds in such a way that leads to more questions than it answers. In this section, I
carefully examine each part of Jesus’s response in order to highlight these questions and the
ambiguity it creates in the text itself.

MapBo. MopOa, uepyuvic xai Gopvfaln mepi moild
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Jesus, who is referred to by the title kopioc,’>® begins his reply with a doubling of
Martha’s name in the vocative case. This doubling reflects a Semitic influence on Luke’s writing
style.* It is meant to relay an affectionate relationship and is seen frequently in the Old
Testament when the divine is directly engaging with a character in the story (i.e. Gen 22:11;
Exod 3:4; 1 Sam 3:10). In Luke, however, it also often carries the tone of a mild rebuke, one that
reflects genuine concern for the addressee.'® For instance, in Luke 22:31, Jesus begins his
prediction of Simon Peter’s betrayal with “Zipwv Xipwv.” Similarly, in Acts 9:4, Jesus addresses
Saul on the road to Damascus with another doubling: ZaoOA a0, i pe didkelc. Thus, when
Jesus addresses Martha with the doubling of her name, it prepares the reader for Jesus to correct
Martha’s thinking.

He tells her that she is uepruvic kot Qopvpaln mepi moiia, worried and troubled about
many things. Mepwuvao is best translated: “to be worried, anxious” and is used throughout Luke
to describe the state of worrying that hinders the development of faith. As Bovon observes, “it

pertains to someone or something, looks on the future with anguish, either blocking or

153 1n fact, Jesus is referred to as kvprog throughout this pericope. In v. 40, Martha calls him the Lord, in her address,
and in both v. 39 and v. 41, the narrator refers to him as such. By solely referring to Jesus in this way, Luke is
creating a scene in which appears to move beyond the immediate dispute occurring between two sisters and their
guest. By only presenting Jesus as the kOpiog, the narrative moves into a more direct conversation with the early
church, offering them instruction and guidance from the Lord himself on how to participate in discipleship, forcing
them to engage with the tension between the two types. However, it should be noted that both narrative occurrences

have well-supported textual variants which switch kvpiog to ‘Incodg. In 10:39, Tov¢ T6d0g T0D KLpiov is switched to
Tov¢ m6dag Tod Incod by many reliable manuscripts, mostly notably 845, B 7® and A. In 10:41, 6 x0Oprog is switched
to 6 Incodg by the majority of manuscripts again, but this time, 8 *° and 8 ® support the kOpioc reading along with
x and B 3. These variants are illustrative of the larger textual issues in this passage, since many early and usually

reliable manuscripts often disagree. I think it is more likely that kbptog was the original reading, but it shows the
way in which this story has clearly moved out of the immediate literary context and into the broader discussion on

discipleship in the church early in its transmission.

1545ee Str-B 2.258. It is a common construction in later rabbinic work.

155 Walter Grundmann, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, THZNT 3 (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1971), 227.
See also Bovon, Luke, 2.72 fn 33.
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precipitating action. Theological meaning was added to this secular one, discreetly in the LXX
and then more openly in the Gospels; insofar as worries are oppressing...they can be entrusted to
God.”**® In Luke, one can see this concept fleshed out more fully in Luke 8:14 in Jesus’s
interpretation of the Parable of the Sower, one type of soil is choked by the worries and riches of
life and thus the word of God does not thrive (V0 peppv@dv kai Thovtov Kol HéovdY Tod Piov
TOPELOUEVOL GvuTViyovTaL Koi oV tehecpopodotv). Likewise, Jesus instructs his disciples not to
worry about their lives in 12:22 (un pepwpvate tf) yoyd] ti edynte, unodg 1@ copatt ti
évovonobe.) Worry is something that is both unnecessary and distracting from the pursuit of
discipleship.®®" Particularly when noting Martha’s distraction in v. 40, one can see that Jesus is
drawing a comparison. Martha is distracted and worried, reflecting her incorrect orientation to
following Christ. This has allowed the word of the Lord to pass by her.

The second verb, BopvBalw, is the third NT hapax legomenon in this short passage. It is
defined as “to cause trouble.”*® It is a rare verb even in the larger context of Greco-Roman
writings. The passive construction of the word in this verse emphasizes how Martha has allowed
herself to be troubled by outside sources (her service and her sister), which have led to her
internal distress as she seeks to force Jesus to right her sister’s behavior. She is worried and
troubled by many things and she has allowed these external factors to bring her grief.

However, the “many things” which Jesus says have troubled her present the beginnings

of an interpretive problem. Are the many things that Jesus mentions specifically the dishes she is

156 Bovon, 2.72

157 Another potential parallel is found in 1 Cor 7:32-35, which discusses how unmarried men and women are not
worried about worldly things, but rather only by the things of God.

158 The strangeness of the verb has led the majority of manuscripts (A K P T' 565 700 892 1241 1424 2542) to

exchange it for the more common verb, toppélw, which has a similar meaing.
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attempting to prepare or are the many things a less specific references to the many distractions
that Martha has encountered with her hosting? Marshall argues that it “clearly refers to the
excessive preparations for a meal.”*®® Bovon takes a broader view to argue that this response
points to Jesus’s concern that Martha is allowing worldly worries to impede her own encounter
with him and does not discuss dishes.'®® The contrast between how these two scholars discuss
this verse reveals a larger disagreement in the interpretation of the passage. Another option,
however, is to focus not on the external factors which might lead to distraction, but rather on the
internal factors that are leading her to worry. She is frustrated by her sister. She is overwhelmed
by her act of hospitality. She is distracted by her service. Which raises the question: is Jesus
talking literally about food and external issues or is he talking on a deeper spiritual level? The
scholarly disagreement on this point shifts more into focus when one examines the next part of
this phrase.

EVOg 0¢ a1y ypeia

Part of the difficulty of interpreting this phrase is the complete lack of textual stability. There are
six variants of this phrase, and most of them are well-attested. This makes coming to a
conclusion about the meaning difficult since there is still disagreement among scholars about the

actual words in the phrase. The four major versions of the phrase are as follows:®

Table 2b: Textual Variations in Luke 10:41/42

Version Translation Sources

159 Marshall, Commentary on Luke, 453.

160 Bovon, Luke, 2.72

161 Chart adapted from Marshall’s presentation of the variants and Metzger’s discussion of the issues. See Marshall,
Luke, 452-453 and Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the New Testament, 154. For another breakdown of the
variants, see Gordon D. Fee, “One Thing is Needful” in To What End Exegesis? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001),
4-5,
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1 | évog 8¢ éotwv ypeio One thing is needed BPLPPCWA
Y069 1571071
1424
2 | Oaywv O EoTv ypeia Few things are needed 38 sy" arm geo
3 | OMywv o EoTv ypeia 1 £vog Few things are needed, indeed B3 xBLFL33,
only one. sy"™d bo
4a | Omission #1 (after mepi TOAAGL) ...many things, Mary has chosen | Clem, Ambr,
the better part
4b | Omission #2 (entire phrase after | Martha, Mary has chosen the itabefilr gyys
MépOar) better part

4c | Omission #3 (Map6Oa, BopvPaln, | Martha, you are troubled, Mary | D
Mapid) has chosen the better part

As one can see, the difficulty centers on whether Jesus tells Martha that a few things (6Atywv) or
only one thing (évog) is necessary. Several early manuscripts even attempt to include both words,
though it leads to an almost nonsensical answer. Metzger argues that this conflation leads to the
omissions, which are “a deliberate excision of an incomprehensible passage.”%? The instability
reflects a disagreement among scribes about what Jesus actually refers to when he responds to
Martha. Some scribes clearly believe Jesus is referring to the specifics of the meal itself and thus,
the few things are dishes that need to be prepared. Jesus is reassuring Martha that she does not
need to outdo herself in her preparations. Other scribes see Jesus’s answer as a reference to a
deeper point about the difference between the serving and listening to the word, and thus, the one
thing is listening to Jesus. The combined variants reflect the observation that even if Jesus is
referring on one level to specific dishes, he is also addressing the deeper concern as well, which

leads to the combination variant. The question remains which one reflects the earliest tradition. It

162 Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the New Testament, 154. Bovon similarly argues that it would seem that the
scribes refused to transmit that which they did not understand (Bovon, Luke, 2.74)
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is a difficult problem to solve, however, and this instability led Gordon Fee to argue that “the
final resolution [of this exegetical crux] is inextricably bound to textual criticism.”*3

Each of the different versions has found support in modern textual criticism. The reading
most scholars believe to be original is version 1, in which Jesus says that only one thing is
necessary. Fee observes that in the history of interpretation, this version is the most frequent
reading in both the Christian East and West and still enjoys the support of most of the critical
editions.'®* Metzger also supports this reading, arguing that the other versions are caused by a
misunderstanding of Jesus’s claim: “the variations seem to have arisen from understanding £&voc
to refer merely to the provisions which Martha was preparing for the meal. The absoluteness of
évoc was softened by replacing it with dAywv.'®® This version also has strong textual evidence
with several early papyri and manuscripts supporting it. The second reading (version 2), which
only includes 6Aywv , is less popular among scholars, but Monika Augsten argued that it is
original for two reasons: first, Augsten sees this as the most difficult reading, and second,
because it provides for an explanation for how 0Atywv is found in so many of the later
manuscript traditions.'®® G. B. Caird, on the other hand, following the tradition of early textual
critics, argued that the omissions (versions 4a-4c) reflect the earliest tradition surrounding the
story with the other versions being later glosses intended to flesh out what Jesus meant by
claiming that Mary had chosen the better part.¢’

Version 3 of this verse is perhaps the most interesting because it reflects a combination of

163 Fee, “One Thing is Needful,” 3.

184 ibid, 7.

185 Metzger, Textual Commentary of the New Testament, 153-154.

166 Monika Augsten, “Lukanische Miszelle”, NTS 14 (1967-68), 581-83.

167 G, B. Caird, Saint Luke (Baltimore: Penguin, 1963), 149-150. For earlier voices who share this position, see
Julius Wellhausen, Das Evangelium Lucae (Berlin: Reimer, 1904), 54; Erich Klostermann, Das Lukasevangelium,

HNT 5 (Tubingen: Mohn, 1919), 485; J. M. Creed, The Gospel According to Luke (London: Macmillan, 1930), 154.
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versions 1 and 2. Fee argues that this variant is likely to be the earliest, arguing that it is not
actually a conflation, but rather the other versions are deviations, attempting to correct a difficult
reading.'®® He presents evidence that it would be highly unlikely for this version to be created by
a 2nd century scribal revision. After all, it too has strong textual evidence with early papyri and
manuscripts. He argues that the sense of version 3 is this: “There needs but a little (for the body),
or even but one thing (for the soul.)’*®® This subtlety could easily have been misinterpreted by
later scribes, leading to redactions.

Thus, one can see that we have two versions (1 and 3) that have strong textual evidence
and scholarly support, making a decision between the two of them difficult.)’® In my opinion,
reading 3 is the lectio difficilior prior, and I personally find Fee’s argument compelling. But as
we will see, version 1 is the predominant reading for most of Christian history. However, we
can see that both versions circulated throughout the early church, regardless of whichever one is
earliest. Furthermore, the conflict reveals the level of ambiguity that is embedded in the
transmission of the story itself. If version 1 was the earliest, clearly several scribes thought it
needed clarification, leading to a variety of different readings. A similar argument can be made
about reading 3. In part, this contributes to the diversity of interpretation we will see in later
chapters, because it is clear that there is a lack of clarity surrounding the basic point being made
by Jesus. Thus, some will focus on the logistics of hospitality; others focus on the spiritual

tension between service and devotion. Both readings are created out of a close reading of the

168 Fee, “One Thing Necessary,” 8-16.
169 bid, 13.

170 Fitzmyer (894) argues that the discovery of 3 7° conclusively decided the matter in favor of the first version.
However, as we have already discussed there are potential problems of using papyri for evidence for the shorter
reading being earlier, particularly in 8 ™ and 3 %, both of which support the shorter reading. This leads me to
conclude that the question is still open and not as decided as Fitzmyer argues.
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text, depending on the source used. The interpreters are not careless readers of scripture but the
interpretations rise out of this point of confusion in the text itself.
Mopiou yop v ayadny uepioo ééerécoro jtic ovk dpoipednoctor odTig.

Jesus concludes his response to Martha by informing her that her sister has chosen the
better part (or more literally the good part)*’* which will never be taken away from her. On the
surface, tnv ayadnv pepida refers to Mary’s decision to sit and listen to the words of the Lord
rather than to help her sister serve. It is also used in Luke-Acts to refer to a share or portion of
the specific ministries of the church. In particular, in Acts 1:17, it is used in reference to the
ministry of the Twelve when they are choosing a replacement for Judas. However, puepic can
also contain a deeper eschatological meaning, particularly when one examines its use in the
LXX, where, following Bovon’s observation, it “suggests the idea of eschatological retribution,
expressed [originally] in terms of the dividing up of the land...it also recalls the part that God
himself represents for those who do not receive their share in land.”*"? The good part represents
an eschatological reward, given to those who choose God. There are three particularly illustrative

examples of this type of usage in the Psalms:

Ps 15:5 Kvprog pepig tig kAnpovopiog pov koi | The Lord is the portion of mine
10D motnpiov pov: ov &l 6 dmokadiotédy | inheritance and of my cup: you are the
TNV KAnpovopiav pov £uot. one that restores my inheritance to me.

Ps 72:26 g&éhmev M kapdio pov kai 1 capé pov, | My heart and my flesh have failed:
0 ®e0¢ ThE Kapdiag pov Kai 1 pePig [but] God [is the strength] of my heart,
pov 6 O&og €ig TOV aidva. and God is my portion forever.

Ps 118:57 | Mepig pov &i, Kbpte, eino tod You are my portion, O Lord: | said that

111 As Fitzmyer observes, “the positive degree of the adjective is often used in Hellenistic Greek for either the
superlative or comparative” (Fitzmyer, Luke, 894). The use of dyaB6¢ here could also be an echo of the good soil in
8:8.

172 Bovon, Luke, 2.73.
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eVAGEaGOoL TOV VOOV GOv. | would keep thy law.

In these verses, one can see that a place with God is the ideal reality for the Psalmist. His pepic is
in God, which will not be taken away from him; it is an eternal inheritance that represents both a
future and present experience. God is with him now, and God will be with him forever. One can
also see this eschatological meaning elsewhere in the New Testament and in Luke-Acts (Luke
12:46; Acts 20:32; Eph 1:18; Col 1:12). For instance, Colossians 1:12 reads: “gbyapiotodviec Td
ToTPL TG IKOVOSOVTL DUAS €IG TV pePioa Tod KAPov TdV ayimv &v 1® eoTi” (giving thanks to
the Father, who has enabled you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light). Thus, when
Jesus tells Martha that Mary has chosen the better part that will not be taken away from her, it
carries with it the sense of an eternal reward. Mary’s inheritance is secured through her listening
to the words of Jesus. This also echoes Luke 8:18, where Jesus says those who listen well and
receive the word, will be given much, while those who do not listen are at risk of having even
more taken away from them. It is against this eschatological backdrop that this story should be
read.

Ultimately, Luke’s conclusion to the story provides a noteworthy reversal of
expectations. The story ends without the audience hearing Martha’s response to Jesus, and in this
way, the narrative once again moves out of the dinner party setting to leave Jesus’s statement
before Luke’s audience. Mary, who we might anticipate would be told to help serve, is instead
said to have chosen the better part. Martha is mildly rebuked for being distracted and worried
about things that are not of ultimate concern. However, the nature of her rebuke remains open to
a number of interpretations, reflected in its textual instability. Either Jesus is reassuring her that

she only needs to prepare a few things or he is telling her that only one thing is ultimately needed
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and it is not her service, but rather Mary’s listening. The ambiguity inherent in his response
creates an opening for different interpretations of the entire passage.
A Step Back and a Conclusion: Examining again the context of Luke 10:38-42

Having examined the entire passage in detail, we must now step back and examine the
whole once more in its Lukan context. The story presents two sisters characterized as engaging
in praiseworthy behavior, embodiments of two different forms of Christian discipleship. Martha
Is actively practicing hospitality, welcoming the Lord into her house, and should receive the
blessings promised by Jesus in 10:6-9 to those who welcome him and his disciples. Furthermore,
her characterization immediately follows the Parable of the Good Samaritan in 10:25-37. In this
story, the Samaritan embodies the love of neighbor by taking care of an injured stranger. His
service is physical and radical in its nature. He is the hero of the narrative, and when we
transition to Jesus’s arrival in Martha’s home, this emphasis on service as the proper way to love
your neighbor cannot be ignored.

The text which immediately follows Jesus’s response to Martha finds Jesus alone with his
disciples, praying and teaching his disciples how to pray in 11:1-13. Here, we see Jesus
emphasizing the importance of prayer and of searching after God. For instance, in 11:10, Jesus
teaches: “For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone
who knocks, the door will be opened.” Read against the backdrop of Jesus’s response about
Mary’s good choice in 10:41-42, it is clear that this side of discipleship is central as well. Note
that Jesus is said in Luke 11 to be alone in a certain place (év tom@ tvi), which echoes back to
Jesus’s entrance in 10:38 to a certain village (gic kounv tTva). Similarly, the parable of the Good
Samaritan starts by introducing a certain man (6v0pwmog tic) while the story of Mary and Martha

begins by introducing a certain woman (yvv 8¢ T1c). Donahue points out that this linguistic
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parallel represents Luke’s desire to underscore the paradigmatic nature of the story that
follows.1” In this way, the lack of specificity is meant to imply that these stories are intended to
illustrate an important point about faith and discipleship.

So one can see that the story of Mary and Martha exists in the intersection between the
concerns discussed in the surrounding pericopes: discipleship as radical love and hospitality for
your neighbor (10:25-37) and discipleship as prayer and seeking after God (11:1-13). Similar to
the way in which Jesus’s response to Martha exists on multiple layers, moving from the
immediate context of a dinner party into a deeper conversation about decisions with eternal
implications, this story easily moves out of its immediate setting into that broader conversation
in Luke about the best ways to engage in Christian discipleship. In my reading, a close reading of
these stories illustrates the concern of the Christian to listen to Jesus’s words, but to also do
them. Blessed are those, Jesus says in 11:28, who listen to his words and who obey them. By
reading these stories together, one can see that these two forms of discipleship are inherently
connected. One cannot discuss Christian service without Christian devotion, and vice versa.
Donahue correctly argues that for Luke, one form cannot authentically exist without the other.*”*

However, our story illustrates the occasional tension between these two good behaviors
and raises the question of ultimacy. For Luke, it is clear that, despite the ambiguities in the story,
devotion to God is the better part. Listening to the word of the Lord is the primary, but not the

sole, practice of a Christian. To not be focused on the Lord can lead to an incorrect orientation of

178 Donahue, The Gospel in Parable, 135. However, | think Donahue stretches this point too far by claiming that the
linguistic parallel between 10:25-37 and 10:38-42 clearly means that Luke intended these two stories to be read as a
couplet, illustrating love of God and love of neighbor. The stories are interrelated to be sure, but to claim that Luke
intentionally constructed two narratives to flesh out Jesus’s two-fold love command seems to push the connection
too far.

174 1bid.
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one’s service, allowing one to be distracted and worried about the wrong things, like Martha. It is
this disorientation, not her service or her hospitality, that leads to Jesus’s gentle rebuke. Mary
has chosen God as her portion and that will never be taken away.

That Jesus’s rebuke of Martha can be read on the level of the number of dishes she needs
to prepare is a legitimate option, and we will see that option entertained by later interpreters. But
to ignore the deeper spiritual conversation about the tension between service and devotion and
the eschatological implications that accompany it is also to ignore the context of both the
immediate surrounding passages in 10:25-37 and 11:1-14 and the larger context of the travel
narrative and its emphasis on the teaching of disciples.

The fact that Luke 10:38-42 operates both on the spiritual and the practical level has led
Donahue to argue this story is better classified as a parabolic narrative, as it contains a surprising
twist “in Jesus’s enigmatic saying which has caused more than sufficient doubt to commentators
over the centuries.”*”> Donahue does not mean that the story is a literary parable in the strict
sense, but rather that the ambiguous nature of Jesus’s response, combined with the fact that the
story appears to operate on numerous levels, allows the story to operate parabolically. It
challenges its readers to wrestle with Jesus’s response. As we will see, interpreters of Luke
throughout the centuries have read this story in light of their own concerns about discipleship.
Alexander, while not labeling the story parabolic, also points out that like most dinner party
stories in Luke (7:36-50; 11:37-52; 14:1-6, 7-11, 12-14, 15-24), this story contains an element of
unexpected reversal typical of parables:

Reading Martha’s story alongside these co-texts suggests that here too we may

175 He argues that it shares many of the same characteristics of parables in Luke such as: realistic and human with
dramatic interaction, the certain woman construction, little information on background characters, a surprising twist
and a ending with an enigmatic saying, which follows the law of “end stress” (Donahue, The Gospel in Parables,
134-135)
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be operating on two levels. On the surface, Martha’s behavior is a mistake
common to hosts...to that extent, the story works simply as a piece of advice on
etiquette. When the guest is Jesus, however, the mistake assumes cosmic
proportions. Martha is in danger of ‘missing the point’ which of all points must
not be missed.’®

Alexander and Donahue both emphasize the fact Jesus’s response operates on multiple levels.
This, as we have seen, is supported by the number of textual variants found in 10:41-42 as
scribes have attempted to reconcile these levels.

Strangely, however, both Alexander and Donahue push back against patristic and
medieval readings that attempt to further unpack the implications of Luke’s claims about
listening and serving for their own communities. Alexander argues that by reading this story as a
paradigm for Christian behavior, one does damage to the text by misreading it.1”” Similarly,
Donahue argues that “though in the history of interpretation, this passage has often been used to
exalt the contemplative life over the active, the Lukan context precludes such an
interpretation.”’® Their resistance to the paradigmatic way of reading seen in earlier
interpretations ignores the way in which the ambiguity in the text itself opens itself up for a
number of different readings.

If the text does indeed exhibit a parabolic intent, then the variety we find in the history of
interpretation should not be surprising. Rather it is the natural effect of different readers who
have approached the story with their own set of questions and concerns about discipleship and
hospitality, which in turn allow them to see different things. The Lukan context does not

preclude this sort of reading. The intersectional nature of the story combined with its textual

176 Alexander “Sisters in Adversity” 209.
177 Ibid, 212.
178 Donahue, The Gospel in Parables, 136.
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instability naturally leads to a plurality of potential interpretations of the passage. Thus, as we
turn to study the long and complex history of interpretation on this passage, we will see that the
interpreters were not simply bad readers, over spiritualizing and carelessly allegorizing. On the
contrary, they attempted to unravel the complexity embedded in the narrative, using their own
exegetical tools and cultural contexts, in order to make claims about the proper way for disciples

to achieve the better part.
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Chapter Three: Origen and Early Monastic Interpreters

That great scholar used to say that inspired Scripture taken as a whole was on account of its
obscurity like many locked-up rooms in one house. Before each room he supposed a key to be
placed, but not the one belonging to it; and that the keys were so dispersed all round the rooms,
not fitting the locks of the several rooms before which they were placed. It would be a
troublesome piece of work to discover the keys to suit the rooms they were meant for. It was, he
said, just so with the understanding of the Scriptures, because they are so obscure; the only way

to begin to understand them was, he said, by means of other passages containing the explanation
dispersed throughout them.*’®

Introduction
The most influential figure in the history of interpretation is Origen, whose reading would

make this story a focal point in monastic interpretations for centuries. Unfortunately, in most
recent scholarship, discussions on this point lack nuance. It is often claimed within the New
Testament guild that Origen read the two sisters as action and contemplation and that this
allegorical reading was accepted whole-cloth by the monastic tradition.*® The reality, however,
is more complicated. As we will see in this chapter, Origen’s own interpretation(s) of the passage
are multifaceted, and in fact, he offers several different readings of Luke 10:38-42 which move
beyond the simple claim that he saw Mary as contemplation and Martha as service. The first
section of this chapter focuses on these readings in order to better understand how Origen uses
the story of the two sisters to illustrate several key tenets of his own view of Christian
discipleship. The evidence further shows that his view was not simply adopted in its entirety into

the monastic tradition. Rather, it was used as one reference point in a larger discussion about the

179 philoc 1.10

180 This claim is the mostly succinctly stated by Enu Gierescu Heller in “Sibling Rivalry: Mary and Martha of
Bethany” in Women from the Margins: Women of the New Testament and their Afterlives, vol 2. (eds Christine E.
Joynes and Christopher C. Rowland. The Bible in the Modern World 27. Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Phoenix, 2009),
246. It is more important to note that many New Testament scholars have been quick to criticize this reading as
overly allegorical and thus are mostly dismissive of it. For instance, see Schussler-Fiorenza (But She Said: Feminist
Practices of Biblical Interpretation, 54-55) and Fitzmyer (Luke, 892-3). Within monastic studies, there has been
more careful work done, but even within that field, generalizations about Origen’s interpretation can still be found.
For the primary example of careful patristic scholarship on this topic, however, see Daniel Csanyi, “Optima Pars:Die
Auslegungsgeschichte von Lk 10, 38-42 bei den Kirchenvitern der ersten vier Jahrhunderte” Studia Monastica 2
(1960), 5-78.
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best ways to live out the Christian faith. In fact, Origen’s views were expanded, adapted and
even contradicted by monastic writers who followed him. The second section of this chapter
illustrates this point by examining the Liber Graduum, Pseudo-Macarius, John Cassian, Basil,
the Desert Fathers and Ephrem.

The goal of this chapter is to show how the story of Mary and Martha functioned within
Origen’s work and within the monastic communities that developed in the 4th and 5th centuries.
As we will see, there is no single reading of Luke 10:38-42 that can be labeled “the monastic
interpretation.” Rather, Luke 10:38-42 is a biblical witness around which various theories could
be developed concerning Christian discipleship. The monastic readers wrestle with the
paradoxical nature of the story and the tension between active service and listening to God’s
word. They dedicate almost no space to discussing the implications of Mary and Martha’s
gender. Instead, they focus on the implications of the story for the practice of Christian
discipleship.

Section 1: Origen
Origen’s life and work

Origen was born in approximately 185 CE in Alexandria and died in Caesarea around
254 or 255 CE, possibly as a consequence of the torture he endured during the Decian
persecution a few years prior. Most of what is known about Origen’s life comes from two
ancient sources: Gregory Thaumaturgus’s The Address of Thanksgiving to Origen and
Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History, book 6.18! From these texts, we learn that Origen’s father died

as a martyr when Origen was a teenager and that this led him to become an instructor, in order to

181 For more information about the scholarly debate on the reliability of these sources, see Peter Martens, Origen
and Scripture: the Contours of an Exegetical Life (Oxford: Oxford University, 2015), 15 fn 36.
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support his family, teaching Greek literature and philology.'®? He also taught catechetical classes
in Alexandria and after a wealthy man named Ambrose converted to the faith and became his
patron, Origen was able to stop teaching secular subjects and focus solely on studying and
teaching the Bible. This would be his focus for the rest of his life. Before his death, he would
deliver over a thousand homilies and publish dozens of commentaries and other works on the
Christian faith. As Jerome would later observe after discussing all of these works, “Who of us
can read everything he wrote? Who can fail to admire his enthusiasm for Scripture?”83

Origen adopted an intense asceticism in order to more fully focus on the study of
Scripture. As Eusebius describes:

Through the entire day he endured no small amount of discipline; and for the

greater part of the night he gave himself to the study of the Divine Scriptures.

He restrained himself as much as possible by a most philosophic life;

sometimes by the discipline of fasting, again by limited time for sleep...With a

zeal beyond his age he continued in cold and nakedness; and, going to the very

extreme of poverty, he greatly astonished those about him. And indeed he

grieved many of his friends who desired to share their possessions with him, on

account of the wearisome toil which they saw him enduring in the teaching of

divine things.8*
Such asceticism is indicative of Origen’s belief that things of the world can distract from
spiritual development. As Peter Marten argues, Origen is concerned with the moral dilemma
between focusing on the world or focusing on the things of God. He writes, “it only follows,
then, that it is a mark of progress or advancement in Christianity when the individual transforms
his interests away from the distractions of the world to loftier, spiritual matters.”*®® For Origen,

focus on spiritual things came through studying and teaching Scripture, which led him to create

the vast amount of work Jerome observed.

182 Fusebius, HE 6.2.15

183 Jerome, Letter 84.8 (translated in Marten, Origen and Scripture, 2)
184 Eusebius, HE 6.3.9-11

185 Martens, Origen and Scripture, 97.
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Origen’s exegetical tendencies in these works, and the pros and cons of his approach,
have been the frequent point of discussion in modern studies. Previously dismissed as an
allegorist, it is only in the last fifty years that Origen’s actual interpretive project has begun to be
taken more seriously.'® While he does use allegory, he does not do so arbitrarily, but rather his
interpretations are shaped by his belief that everything in Scripture, no matter how obscure, was
placed there by the Holy Spirit for specific purposes. Thus, he often uses passages of Scripture
to interpret other more complicated passages. Furthermore, he argues that Scripture operates on
different levels which serve different purposes. In On First Principles, he argues that “just as the
man consists of body, soul and spirit, so in the same way does Scripture.”*8” De Lubac argues
that these different levels are represented in Origen’s exegetical work in several ways.'®® The
historical sense, or the literal sense, is the body of Scripture. It is the surface meaning and while
it has value, Origen does not think the biblical interpreter should be content to remain on this
level. The soul of Scripture consists of the moral sense. The spirit of Scripture refers to the
mystical sense in which the realities of Jesus Christ are revealed to the Church. For Origen, the
ultimate goal, therefore, of reading Scripture is to encounter Jesus and to be transformed by that
encounter.

Because Scripture can operate on these distinct levels, each passage can have a number of

valid meanings existing alongside one another. Because of Origen’s immense knowledge of

186 This has led to a more nuanced approach to Origen’s interpretive works in recent years. For three important
discussions of Origen’s exegetical project see Henri de Lubac, History and Spirit: The Understanding of Scripture
according to Origen. trans by Anne Englund Nash. San Francisco, CA, Ignatius Press: 2007, Jean Danielou, Origen,
trans by Walter Mitchell, [New York: Sheed and Ward, 1955], and Richard P. Hanson, Allegory and Event: a Study
of the Sources and Significance of Origen’s Interpretation of Scripture. [London: SCM Press, 1959]. For a treatment
of Origen’s audience and goals, see Karen Jo Torjesen, Hermeneutical Procedure and Theological Method.
Patristische Texte Und Studien 28. [Berlin: De Gruyter, 1986], and Peter Martens, Origen and Scripture: the
Contours of an Exegetical Life. [Oxford: Oxford University, 2015].

187 Origen, PA 4.2.4

188 Henri de Lubac, History and Spirit, 139-150.
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Scripture and the fact that he views all Scripture to be connected, he explores different threads in
this vast tapestry, allowing his mind to make different connections to words and themes in each
passage.

Lucan Fragment 171

This is certainly true when one turns to study his discussion of Luke 10:38-42, found in
Lucan Fragment 171. While not much is known about the Lucan fragments, it is believed that
they either come from his lost commentary on Luke or from some of his missing Lucan
homilies.!® It is believed that both the commentary and homilies were composed after Origen’s
move to Caesarea in 233 CE. In particular, the commentary was likely composed after he wrote
his commentary on Matthew in 244 CE, placing the fragments near the end of his life and
scholarly career. As such, Lienhard observed, these works reveal “a shift from cosmological
interests to mystical and pastoral interests...with a clear and ever present concern for the spiritual
progress of his hearers.”*% This can be seen clearly in his treatment in Fr.Luc. 171.

While most of the attention on this passage has focused on Origen’s introduction of
Martha and Martha as the paradigm for a life of service and a life of contemplation, this is only
one of many readings Origen offers for this story. In reality, he presents his readers with five
different options for interpretation, and we will see that in none of those options is the gender of

Mary and Martha highlighted.!! Rather, each interpretation revolves around Origen’s

189 For more background on the composition and translation of the Lucan fragments and homilies, see Joseph T.
Lienhard, “Introduction” in Origen, Homilies and Fragments of Luke, FOC 94 (Washington D.C, Catholic
University of America, 1996), xv-xxxix; Max Rauer, “Einfithrung” in Origenes, Die Homilien zu Lukas in der
Ubersetzung des Hieronymus und die griechischen Reste der Homilies und des Lukas Kommentars, GCS, Origenes
Werke 9 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1959), vii-Ixii. While it is impossible to prove irrefutably that these fragments
are authentic, most scholars agree that they are likely genuine.

190 [ jenhard, “Introduction,” xxiii.

191 Bovon and Csnayi both argue that there are three interpretations offered here in this fragment (Bovon, Luke,
2.75; Csnay, “Optima Pars”, 10-27). | think it is better to separate them into five different interpretations following
the logic of Origen’s own divisions.
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understanding of the proper way to engage in the Christian life and the stages of spiritual
development Christians undertake on their journey toward perfection. Origen is able to see in the
story of Mary and Martha several of his core beliefs about the nature of Christian discipleship. |
now examine each of these interpretations in turn before stepping back to analyze them as a
whole.
Reading 1: Martha as Action, Mary as Contemplation
The fragment begins with Origen offering the famous comparison that Martha stands for action
and Mary for contemplation:

You might reasonably take Martha to stand for action (npd&ig) and Mary for

contemplation (Bswpic). For the mystery of love is lost to the active life unless

one directs his teaching, and his exhortation to action, toward contemplation.

For, there is no action without contemplation or contemplation without action.!%
The two sisters represent two types of behavior in the life of Christian. As Csnayi notes, Origen
is the first to introduce this important comparison: “Er ist der erste bei dem— allerdings
offensichtlich allegorsierend — die Deutung Maria/Marta = Oewpio/mpdig auftaucht, eine
Deutung die im Laufe der jahrhunderte bis zum heutigen Tag immer wieder aufgegriffen
wird.”*®® However, the comparison is more nuanced than usually assumed, because the active
life and the contemplative life are not presented here as oppositional or even as hierarchical.*%*
They are two sides of the Christian life. One cannot properly exist without the other. One’s
actions should be propelled by one’s learning and that action in turn propels one back to more

contemplation. Marten contends that this concept reflects Origen’s most central idea about

Scripture: “At its core, the Scriptures repeatedly advocated action and thought, twin facets of the

192 Origen, Fr.Luc. 171 He writes almost the exact same line in Fr.Jo 80: “Mary symbolizes the contemplative life
and Martha the active life.” The rest of this fragment and how it diverges from the Lukan one will be discussed later.
193 Csnayi, “Optima Pars,” 10.

194For the philosophical background surrounding this claim, see Nicholaus Lobkowicz, Theory and Practice:
History of a Concept from Aristotle to Marx, Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1967.
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Christian way of life. Christianity for Origen was quintessentially ‘practical’ and
‘contemplative.””% The interconnectedness between the two ideas is elsewhere developed in his
writings.%® It is worth briefly exploring two of those other discussions in order to further
understand Origen’s claim about Mary and Martha here. In his first homily on Luke 1.1-4, he
presents the relationship between action and contemplation as similar to the relationship between
the theory of medicine and the practice of medicine:

For example, the science of geometry has as its goal only the science and

discipline itself. But the goal of another science, like medicine, includes its

application. I ought to know the theory and principles of medicine not merely

to know what | should do, but to do it. In other words, | should incise wounds;

prescribe a regulated and controlled diet...and restrain an excess of humors. If

someone merely knows these principles and does not follow them up with an

application, his knowledge is pointless. There is a relation like that of the

science of medicine to its application in the knowledge and service of the

Word. Hence Scripture says, “Just as those who from the beginning saw and

were ministers of the Word." We should realize that the words "they saw"

indicate a discipline and a science, while the words “they were ministers" refer

to applications.®’
Encountering the Word is not knowledge gained for its own sake. Rather, the goal is to apply
that knowledge through service, like the eye-witnesses did in Luke 1:2. Using this analogy,
knowledge comes first and is followed by practice. Henri Crouzel argued that one can clearly see
that, for Origen, the knowledge given by God will be used to further develop good behavior in
the life of the Christian. Knowledge of God is used then to serve God.'%

Origen also explores this relationship in Book One of his Commentary on John.

However, there he argues that sometimes the practical life can lead to the contemplative life:

195 Martens, Origen and Scripture, 206.

19 For other discussions of the relationship between practice and contemplation in Origen, see Hom.Jud. 1.4,
Hom.Ex. 8.1, Fr. 1 Reg. 2.

¥ Hom.Luc. 1.5

198 Henri Crouzel, Origene et la “Connaissance Mystique,” Museum Lessianum section theologique 53 (Paris:
Desclee de Brouwer, 1961), 435.



86

“‘The beginning of a good way is to do justice. For since a "good way" is very great, we must
understand that the practical, which is presented by the phrase "to do justice,"” relates to the initial
matters, and the contemplative to those that follow.”**® One is guided by one’s correct actions to
an experience with God, which in turn leads one to grow in knowledge and contemplation.
Origen then continues with another analogy. Ethical teaching and practices represent the bread of
life, and they sustain the Christian who follows them. Contemplation of the mystical is the fruit
of the vine, and this wine allows Christians not only to be nourished but to delight and revel in
the Lord.?%° For Origen, contemplation and practice are the bread and the wine of the Christian
faith. Both are needed in order to be nourished.

Thus, when he compares Martha and Mary to these two practices in Fr.Luc. 171, he
appears to be highlighting their intertwined nature. As monasticism develops, there will be
debates surrounding which is better, activity or contemplation, but in this first interpretation,
Origen does not view them as separate.?’? As Crouzel argues, “Mais si Origene fut le maitre en
spiritualite des debuts du monachisme, il n'a jamais envisage serieusement une vie
d'anachorestisme et de contemplation pure.”?°? They are not different lifestyles but rather two
different practices that flow into one another in the Christian life. This belief was mirrored in
Origen’s own life and teaching as he remained connected to the everyday life of the church
through his preaching and commentaries, while at the same time engaging in ascetic practices.

The contemplative life only flourishes when it is practicing and sharing that which was learned

199 Origen, Comm.Jo. 1.91

200 |pid, 1.208.

201 Walter Volker first observed this trend in Origen’s writings, arguing that practice and contemplation are the two
distinct but inherently interconnected concepts which dictate Origen’s understanding of the properly lived Christian
life. See Volker, Das Vollkommentheitsideal des Origenes: Eine Untersuchung zur Geschichte der Frémmigkeit und
su den Anfangen christlicher Mystik. (Tubingen: Mohr, 1931), 76ff.

202 Crouzel, Origene et la “Connaissance Mystique,” 437.



87

and the active life, if it is not rooted in contemplation, will be without any benefit. For Origen,
Luke’s account of Mary and Martha demonstrates the interconnectedness of two aspects of the
Christian life.
Reading 2: Mary and Martha at different stages of spiritual development

After presenting the two sisters as contemplation and practice, Origen shifts his focus to
discuss other details in the story. His next interpretation, which is the most complicated, focuses
on the fact that Martha received Jesus into her house, while Mary sat at his feet:

But we should say that Martha received the word more somatically, in her

house, that is, in her soul, whereas Mary heard it spiritually, even if she sat at

his feet. This means, she [Mary] had already passed beyond what was handed

down by way of introduction according to the plan of salvation, since she had

put aside the things of a child but had not yet received what was perfect.?%
The language of this passage is confusing. Usually when Origen refers to something being
achieved somatically, he means a lower stage of spiritual development. By analyzing some of the
other Lucan fragments more closely and by analyzing Origen’s view on the spiritual
development of Christians, we can see that Origen is actually presenting Mary and Martha in
different stages along their spiritual journey with Mary further along in her spiritual progress.

Part of the difficulty of unpacking this particular interpretation is the fragmented nature
of the work. As previously mentioned, it is thought to consist of Origen’s lost commentary on
Luke. From the fragments that remain of this commentary, one can see Origen drawing
connections between concepts that appear frequently in Luke. Specifically, from the surrounding
fragments, we can see that Origen has been developing an argument based on the concepts of the

oikia and mepi modag, which, as | have noted in chapter two, appear repeatedly throughout Luke-

AcCts.

203 Origen, Fr.Luc. 171
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In Fr.Luc. 114, 120 and 12, Origen discusses the importance of receiving Jesus into a
house. In Fr.Luc.114, Origen interprets Luke 8:4, focusing specifically on Jesus teaching the
crowds. Drawing upon Matthew’s reference in 13:1, he argues that those who are outside the
house can only receive Jesus’s teaching in parables, but that those within the house (the
disciples) can have those parables fully explained to them.2%* In Fr.Luc. 120 and 121, he
discusses Luke 8:16: “No one after lighting a lamp hides it under a jar, or puts it under a bed, but
puts it on a lampstand, so that those who enter may see the light.” He argues that the vessels of
the house are the powers of the soul. The body is represented by the bed and the lampstand is the
intellect.?® He argues that the Church are those who are in the house: “Let “all those in the
house’ that is those in the Church look upon the brightness of the lamp placed on the lampstand,
which draws them into clear knowledge by the Word.”?% By placing one’s light on the
lampstand and not hiding, the Church is able to encourage one another to shine brightly.2%” Thus,
when Martha receives the word into her house, which represents her soul, one could argue that it
is a marker that she has been granted similar knowledge of the Word.

But it is still unclear what Origen intends by saying she received the word more
somatically. Often the bodily reception of the word implies a less perfect understanding. For
instance, in Fr.Luc. 122, Origen argues that the Jews, through their somatic worship, placed a
bushel over the Word of God blocking those who are in the house (in this instance, the house
represents the world) from being able to receive the divine knowledge.?® As we will see later,

Origen compares Martha to the synagogue of the circumcised which receives Jesus but does not

204 Origen, Fr.Luc. 114.
205 |hid, 120

206 1hid, 174.

207 | bid.

208 1hid, 122.
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fully understand. Thus, one can argue that Martha’s reception of the Word into her soul does not
imply that she has achieved perfect knowledge. The best reading of the evidence, when taking in
Origen’s larger view of the somatic, suggests that Martha is at an earlier stage of Christian
progress because she only grasps somatically. Unfortunately, this reading of Martha is
underdeveloped because Origen is not really concerned with her in this particular interpretation;
his primary focus is on Mary and her spiritual development.

Origen states that Mary has received the word spiritually while sitting at Jesus’s feet.
Origen argues repeatedly throughout the Luc fragments that sitting at the feet of Jesus reflects a
specific stage of spiritual development. For instance, in Fr. Luc. 113 on Luke 7:37, Origen
presents the woman washing Jesus’s feet as representative of a less perfect soul, because she
starts at Jesus’s feet:

But the less perfect woman — that is, soul — is at the feet and occupies herself

with humbler things. We are near her, for we have not turned from our sins.

Where are our tears? Where is our weeping, so that we can approach at least

Jesus' feet? We cannot go first to the Head himself. After our sins, it is enough

to be able to bring the good odor of repentance, so that we can be the second

one, the woman who anoints the feet, but not the head that is, the woman who

touches not what is more perfect and exalted, but the lowest and the least.?%®
From this, one can see that the soul who sits at Jesus’s feet has begun their spiritual journey by
participating in the act of repentance, but that they have not yet achieved what is perfect like the
“soul that serves the Word of God well.”?'° This soul has the freedom to go right to the head of
Christ.

Similarly in Fr.Luc. 124, which focuses on the healed demoniac in Luke 8:39, Origen

argues that Jesus sent the man away because he “did not have enough power to go and sit

209 |pid, 113.
210 |pid



90

‘clothed at Jesus’s feet’ ...he did not have the capacity for more.”?!! He continues by arguing that
the man was still in need of learning temperance, having only recently been freed by Jesus from
the power of sin. He concludes that the one who has not only moved away from sin but is
moving toward temperance is the one who is able to be at Jesus’s feet.?!? In both of these
passages, one can see that sitting at the feet of Jesus represents an early (but not the earliest)
stage of spiritual progress. When Origen describes Mary as one who sits at Jesus’s feet in this
passage then, he presents her as one who is moved beyond the initial stages of Christianity, but
she has not achieved what is perfect.

He fleshes out this argument by drawing a comparison to the one who put aside childish
things, quoting 1 Corinthians 13:11. Origen uses this verse frequently to explain his
understanding of the stages of spiritual development. In his homilies on Psalm 36, he argues that
the follower of Christ progresses as on a journey toward perfection: “Every individual who
makes his way toward virtue makes progress by walking, so that through many stages of
progress along the way little by little he arrives at
virtue.”?®® The end goal is to see God with a completely pure heart, which involves a long
journey and many potential pitfalls, which can be avoided only by focusing on Christ and his
teachings:

Blessed then, is the one who opens his mouth to the Word of God and who,

growing in age following Christ, will grow also in wisdom.... All of us will

become- if, however, we will be deserving of it - disciples of Wisdom. If, here

in this life, one is educated and instructed in these things to which one was able

to attain while in the flesh, there he will then be enlightened by a more perfect
training and those things which are pursued here by effort and exertion will

211 |bid, 124.

212 |hid.

213 Origen, Hom.Ps. XXXVI 4.1 For another discussion of the spiritual progression in Origen’s work, see PA
4.4.10: “Here we are clearly shown that in God all these virtues exist forever and that they can never come to him or
depart from him, whereas men acquire them gradually and one by one.” See also Hom.Num. 27 and Comm.Cant
prol.
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there be part of the abbreviated course of the education to come. But the one

who has not yet put aside the elementary subjects but still speaks as a child and

thinks as a child, there too he is taught as a child so that at a certain point,

having become a grown man through progress in wisdom, he might put aside

those things proper to a child.?4
From this, one can see that Origen recognizes that one will need to progress in wisdom in order
to advance along one’s spiritual journey. Origen believes that the proper way to progress in this
wisdom is to spend time in contemplative practices (frequent prayer, devoting oneself to
Scripture and dwelling in the psalms, hymns and spiritual songs).?*> Such Christian practice
enables one to avoid the pitfalls of worldly evils. Mary participates in these practices by sitting at
the feet of the Lord, and thus, this reading of Luke 10:38-42 implies that she will continue
moving toward perfection.

This second interpretation shows that Origen is concerned with the spiritual progression
represented by Mary sitting at Jesus’s feet. She progressed past the initial stages of repentance,
but she is still trying to grow in wisdom, to “a contemplation of the Godhead with pure and
spiritual love.”?1® Martha, on the other hand, appears to have received the Word already, but the
ambiguity of the terms used makes her spiritual progression unclear.?!’ There are two potential
readings: (1) she is either farther ahead of her sister, if she has already received full knowledge

of the word or (2) her somatic understanding of the word means that her knowledge is still

incomplete. Origen’s consistent use of somatic as a lesser state of being suggests the latter is the

214 Hom.Ps. XXXVI 5.1

215 Ipid

216 Comm.Cant prol.

2171t is worth noting that in Origen’s Johannine fragments, he presents a more definitive statement on the spiritual
development of Mary and Martha in John 11-12. In this story, it is Martha who goes out to receive Jesus, whereas as
Mary waits to receive him in their house, a detail which Origen uses to suggest that Mary is more perfect: “Martha
seems to have more zeal than Mary, because she runs to meet Jesus, while Mary sits at home. There are people, like
the centurion, who are not capable of receiving Jesus, others who are worthy of them, as the chief of the synagogue;
it is because she is less perfect that Martha runs to Jesus, Mary, waiting for him at home, to welcome him, for she
can receive him.” (Origen, Fr.Jo LXXX)
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correct reading. Either way, however, one can see that in this reading Origen sees Luke 10:38-
42 as a way to discuss the different stages of Christian development with Mary representing a
more advanced stage.
Reading 3: Martha as the Jewish synagogue, Mary as the Gentile church

In a third interpretation of the story, Origen uses the story of the two sisters to discuss
another important theme in his writings: the proper interpretation of the Scripture. Origen
presents Mary and Martha to the “synagogue of circumcision” and the Gentile church with
regard to their understanding of the law:

Martha can also be the synagogue of circumcision, which received Jesus in his

own territory, because it was engaged in worship according to the letter of the

law. But Mary is the Church of the Gentiles, which has chosen the good part,

the spiritual law, which is not to be taken away from her and cannot be

destroyed, like the glory upon the face of Moses. From the law, she takes the

few beneficial things, or rather, she sums them all up in one commandment:

You shall love. And corresponding to the expression, there is need of few

things, you understand the commandments: You shall not commit adultery.

You shall not murder and what follows.?8
This interpretation focuses on what Origen understands to be the correct way to interpret and
follow the Law, which is an important theme throughout his writings. Martha represents the
Jews, who have insisted on following the letter of the law. Mary has a better understanding of the
law and thus has chosen the better part. By keeping the spiritual law, she represents the Gentile
Church. It is in this third interpretation that Origen offers a reading of Jesus’s response to Martha
in 10:41-42.

Here, once again, Origen draws on imagery found elsewhere in the fragments. In Fr.Luc.

122, Origen compares the synagogue to a figurative bushel which is placed over the light of

Christ: “[Luke] means the somatic worship prescribed by the Law, and the old symbols of the

28 Er Luc. 171
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letter of the law; for the synagogue was wholly unable to discern the light of true knowledge
contained in the precepts.”?!® This is one of Origen’s primary critiques of the Jews, repeated in
both Fr.Luc. 122 and Fr.Luc. 171: they keep the Law to the letter, following all the liturgical and
ceremonial customs.??® By worshipping somatically, they are unable to understand the spiritual
law and the “light of true knowledge,” which comes from properly understanding who Jesus is.
We remember that Origen believed the Bible to consist of three different senses, directed to the
body, the soul and the spirit:

One must therefore portray the meaning of the sacred writing in a threefold

way upon one’s own soul so that simple man may be edified by what we call

the flesh of scripture (this name being given to the obvious interpretation);

while the man who has made some progress may be edified by its soul as it

were and the man who is perfect...this man may be edified by the spiritual law

which has a shadow of the things to come.??*
Martha represents those who have not fully understood the full meaning of Scripture and thus are
still focused on only the bodily nature of the Law. Mary, on the other hand, has grasped the
spiritual law, which is a lighter burden.??? For Origen, Jesus summed up the spiritual law with
the two-fold love command. Mary sets aside the details of the Old Testament law, and she has
chosen the better part, which is the spiritual sense. Origen argues that this choice will never be
destroyed, but rather will be an eternal glory, unlike the glory which shone on the face of Moses
after his encounters with the Lord (2 Cor 3:18). Origen states the point more fully in his
Commentary on Romans: “[The letter of the Law] possesses a certain glory in its commands,

nevertheless it is not capable of being glorified. There exists another glory which remains and is

glorified in Christ. This shows that when Jesus was transformed into glory...the glory of the law

219 |pid, 122. See discussion on p. 88 on how this represents a negative use of somatic and how it relates to the first
interpretation.

220 5ee Martens, Origen and Scripture, 140-141.

221 Origen, PA 4.2.4

222 Fr.Mat 10 (as translated in de Lubac, History and Spirit, 192)
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could be understood in the Spirit.”?? He later writes in the same work, that the person who has
grasped this spiritual sense and contemplates the Lord, unfettered by the literal sense of the Law,
will be transformed into a future glory, one that cannot be taken away.??* This reading displays
Origen’s eschatology. With access to the spiritual nature of Scripture comes a transformation that
has eternal implications. One will be in the presence of the glorified Lord and will be made even
more into his likeness. Origen’s Mary has grasped this, but Martha is still focused on the

physical level of Scripture.

It can be noted here that Origen again exhibits a close attention to the text in front of him,
by attending to all the literary details, when he turns to discuss “a few things are necessary.”??
We meet here the text critical issue in 10:41-42. If the text of Luke 10:41-42 Origen knew had
only said “one thing is necessary,” he would have been set with his reading that the spiritual law
can be encapsulated by the claim “you shall love.” However, since Origen is a careful exegete,
he has to attend to the phrase “a few things are necessary” and thus, he discusses the basic
summary of law which Jesus gives the young ruler in Luke 18:19, which becomes “the few
things.” It seems highly likely, then, that Origen knew a version of this story that used “a few
necessary things.” While this is not a direct quotation of the text itself, I think it provides another
important data point for which versions of Jesus’s response were known in the early church. At
least in second century Alexandria, the “few things” version of the text existed. Origen takes

that detail and uses it to interpret the few things, not as literal dishes or acts of service, but rather

as representing the ten commandments.

223 Comm.Rom. 2.5.4
224 1pid 4.9.8
225 See previous discussion of the textual variant and its influence on interpretation in chapter two.
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Reading 4: Martha as “the Judaizers” and Mary as the “Jews in Secret”

In his fourth interpretation, Origen further expands on the analogy comparing Martha to
those who keep the letter of the Law, and Mary to those who understand the spiritual law. Only
in this interpretation, instead of the synagogue and the church, Martha and Mary represent the
Judaizers and the Gentile Christians:

Still another interpretation: Martha can be the believers from among the

circumcised, and the Judaizers, who keep the precepts of the Law in Jewish

fashion, while Mary can be those among them who have been evangelized and

are Jews in secret. They sit only at Jesus’s feet and seek the things that are

above, not the things upon the earth.??

Here, Origen connects Martha and Mary to a larger debate in the New Testament between the
Jewish Christians and the Gentile Christians. Martha no longer represents Jews more broadly but
specifically those Jewish Christians who believed that all converts to Christianity should also
convert and follow the Jewish law. Drawing upon the imagery in Romans 2:28-29, Origen argues
that Mary is like those who are secret Jews, or put another way, those who are spiritual Jews
despite externally appearing to be Gentiles.

In particular, the phrase “Jews in secret,” a variation of a phrase taken from Romans 2:29,
is an important concept for Origen’s interpretation of the Law. In his Commentary on Romans,
he focuses on this phrase extensively.??” He argues repeatedly that those of the Gentile church
are circumcised spiritually and as such have a spiritual understanding of the Law which frees
them from the somatic elements of the law. In this way, “the mystical meaning”??® allows the
Gentile Church to excel beyond their Jewish counterparts who are still bound by the Law:

He will also discover that he who is a Jew in secret and who has been

circumcised in the inner man excels and surpasses the one who is a Jew
according to the flesh to the same degree that Judah, who is praised by his own

226 Er L uc. 171
227 See Comm.Rom 2.7.2, 2.11.4, 2.13.34-36,2.14.4,3.2.8,4.1.4, 4.2.6
228 |bid 2.14.4
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brothers and who slept like a lion and arose like the whelp of a lion, excels and

surpasses the Judah who was born from the loins of Jacob according to the

flesh.?29
By comparing Mary to those who are Jews in secret, he is once again comparing her to those
who have the deeper understanding of the Scripture and thus are able to advance further in their
knowledge of God. This is heightened by the fact that Origen compares her to those who seek the
things above and not the things below, a quotation from Colossians 3:1-2. Only those who have
received this spiritual circumcision are able to properly do this. God has “opened up a road in
which anyone who longs to train himself in the Holy Scriptures may more extensively
proceed.”?® Through this training they are able to grow in knowledge of the Lord and move
closer to perfection. Mary and those who sit at Jesus’s feet are able to train in this way. In his
Commentary on the Song of Songs, Origen praises Mary and those like her who always show this
commitment:

Blessed are his servants, who stand ever in his sight: it is not those who

sometimes stand and sometimes do not stand who are truly blessed, but those

who always and unceasingly stand by the Word of God. Such a one was that

Mary who sat at Jesus’s feet, hearing him. And the Lord himself bore witness

to her saying to Martha: “Mary has chosen the best part, which shall not be

taken away from her.”23!
Mary’s commitment to learning from the Lord sets her apart from her sister and is the better part
that will not be taken away from her. In both of these interpretations and the one which preceded

it, one can see that Origen is using the two sisters to draw a comparison between those who

understand the spiritual sense of Scripture and those who understand only the physical sense.

229 |pid, 2.13.36

230 |bid 4.7.10

231 comm.Cant 10.1 It is interesting to note that in the Commentary on the Song of Songs Origen represents Mary’s
sitting as representative of the fact that she was standing unceasingly before the Word. In Luc.Fr 171, he discusses
her sitting at his feet as representative of the fact that she had not yet progressed to Christian perfection. This is
another example of the fluidity in which Origen uses terms. Like his use of “house” in the Lucan fragments, it would
appear that sitting at the feet also has different connotations depending on context. We will see in chapter 4 that
Augustine similarly discusses Mary’s sitting and how it connects to standing before the Lord.
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Mary represents Christians who are committed to studying and understanding the Word of God
on its deeper level. For Origen, this is the better part because this knowledge will lead her closer
to perfection.

In both the third and fourth interpretations, Origen does not have an overtly negative
view of Martha. Rather he presents her as lagging behind Mary: she does not have a proper
understanding of the Law, and thus is not as far along on her spiritual journey. In fact, in Fr.Luc.
226, Origen argues (in his interpretation of the young ruler in 18:21) that those who follow the
Law and the old covenant are still worthy of God’s love, but are held back from perfection
because they have not fully embraced that love.?*? Similarly, Martha lacks the proper
understanding to truly progress in her spiritual journey.

Reading 5: Martha as busy with somatic things, Mary as focused on spiritual things

Origen makes a final turn to address Martha’s distraction with “many things.” This
allows him to discuss another important theme in his writings: the competition of the incorporeal
and corporeal world for the attention of the mind, and the dangers of worldly distractions.?** The
two sisters are examples of two different ways of living:

For interpreting the passage in another way, you will find that Martha is more

somatic and busy “with many things” while Mary is concerned only with
contemplation and spiritual things.?*

232 Fr.Luc. 226. It is worth briefly mentioning whether or not these two interpretations of Mary and Martha suggest
actual hostility to Jewish people. He repeatedly throughout several of his works contends that the Jews have
misunderstood the Scripture by reading it too literally. However, in other places he clearly assumes Jewish
allegorical interpretation to interpret difficult passages. Peter Martens argues that this seeming disconnect centers
around the fact that Origen does not broadly reject Jewish interpretation wholecloth, but rather that he rejects those
interpretations which focus on the practice of the Law specifically. Origen is concerned with those readings which
focus on following the letter of the Law which he argues prohibits one from being able to experience the spirit of the
Law. See Martens, Origen and Scripture, 136-146

233 See Martens, Origen and Scripture, 94-100 for a fuller discussion of the relationship to the mind and the
corporeal and incorporeal worlds.

234 Origen, Fr.Luc 171.
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The corporeal world, despite being good and created by God, is constantly placing demands
upon and distracting people away from a focus on their Creator.?® He argues that “everyone who
is concerned about the affairs of the world, about money, about profits...who is tied up with
concerns for possessions and distracted for riches, who is zealous for glory of this age and
honors of the world is turned away.”?% On the other hand, the one who is completely devoted to
the contemplation of God, who meditates on God’s word day and night, is turned toward God.?’
In order to accomplish this, Christians must be willing to rid themselves of all worldly
distractions. This means selling their possessions, setting aside responsibilities of the household,
and embracing an ascetic lifestyle. Origen favors this interpretation of Mary and Martha in his
homily on Genesis 1:

For either we come to him with the crowds and he refreshes us by parables to

this end only, lest we faint "in the way" from many fasts, or, of course, we sit

always and incessantly at his feet, being free for this alone, that we might hear

his word, not at all disturbed about much serving, but choosing the best part

“which shall not be taken away" from us. And certainly those who thus

approach him obtain much more of his light.?*®
Those who are still focused on this world, like Martha, can be followers of Christ, but their
distractions mean they will not be as far along on the journey to perfection, whereas those who
are ready to sit constantly at his feet like Mary will receive more of Christ’s light.

Origen seems to be building here upon Clement of Alexandria’s reading of Luke 10:38-
42. Clement was an important influence on Origen’s writings, and he was his instructor while

Origen was based in Alexandria. Clement only mentions the story of Mary and Martha in one

place, during a long discussion of the rich young ruler and the relationship between possession

235 For the goodness of creation, see Origen, PA pref 1, 1.1.6, 4.1.7. For the dangers of being attracted to it at the
expense of losing focus on God, see PA 1.1.6

2% Hom.Ex. 12.2

27 Ipid.

238 Origen, Hom.Gen. 1.7
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and salvation.?®® Specifically, Clement argues that Martha and the young ruler in Luke 18 are
both unable to progress in their spiritual journey and achieve perfection because they are still
distracted by earthly things:

And he was capable of busying himself about many things; but the one thing,

the work of life, he was powerless, and disinclined, and unable to accomplish.

Such also was what the Lord said to Martha, who was occupied with many

things, and distracted and troubled with serving; while she blamed her sister,

because, leaving serving, she set herself at His feet, devoting her time to

learning: "You are troubled about many things, but Mary has chosen the good

part, which shall not be taken away from her." So also he bade him leave his

busy life, and cleave to One and adhere to the grace of him who offered

everlasting life.24
According to Clement, Martha’s core problem is her distraction. Her busy life hinders her from
being able to choose the better part. Origen appears to follow suit with his final interpretation. In
many ways, this reading echoes the concerns of Epictetus (discussed in chapter 2). The world
will inevitably distract her from being able to fully focus on God. This becomes a central aspect
of later monastic readings. One must set aside the distractions of this life by selling one’s
possessions and giving up familial relationships in order to truly be able to live a contemplative
life that is spent constantly at the feet of Christ. Origen embodied this in his own life when he
sold all he had and dedicated his life to learning and teaching about Scripture.

This last interpretation appears more hierarchal than his first. Mary clearly makes the
better decision by pursuing spiritual and contemplative things. The comparison here is not
between action and contemplation, but rather between distraction and contemplation. This is an
important distinction, because it is an easy mistake to assume that since in this final reading

Mary as contemplation is placed above Martha, that we should also reading Mary as

contemplation above Martha as action. And indeed, within later monastic interpretations, this

239 This is the earliest reference in patristic literature to the two sisters.
240 Clement of Alexandria, Quis div. 10.
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reading flourishes. However, since Origen himself makes a distinction between these two
interpretations, it naturally follows that we should as well and be careful not to conflate them.
Summary: Analyzing Origen’s reading of the two sisters

Having analyzed each interpretation in its own right, we can now turn to examine how we
should understand the fragment as a whole. When one places these readings beside one another,
one could see them as contradictory. However, for Origen, the text is always capable of holding
multiple meanings simultaneously, depending on which aspect of the text one is focusing.?*
After all, Scripture is a living document, one that the Holy Spirit can use for different ends.
Origen views the job of the biblical interpreter as exploring these different meanings. With each
reading, he shifts his view slightly to focus on a different detail which leads to a slightly different
reading. He does not seem concerned with the fact that one reading places Mary and Martha as
equals and another elevates Mary above Martha. Rather he appears to recognize a potential
tension within the story itself, allowing this tension to work itself out in multiple ways as he
attempts to discover the text’s spiritual meaning.

As de Lubac argues, Origen recognizes that his readings might not reflect the spiritual
meaning of a text given from the Holy Spirit and thus, “he makes attempts, outlines; he gives his
opinion...he proposes one explanation, then another, equally competent or even better; he floats
hypotheses to see if they will succeed...but he does not claim that he has earned the

understanding of everything enclosed in the Holy Books.”?*? This tendency is on full display in

241 Csnayi draws a slightly different conclusion:”Wir miissen uns daher nach den grossen Linien der besprochenen
Texte orientieren, und diese Linien konvergieren alle ein Richtung. Nirgends sagt er das ganz eindeutig und offen.
Wer aber deshalb die nachgewiesene Einheit aller einschldgigen Stellen ignoriert, der ignoriert Origines eigentliche
Marie-Marte Deutung” (“Optima Pars”, 27). He repeatedly argues that all of the interpretations are intentionally
connected if we read them carefully enough. | think this move is unnecessary, however. The five interpretations can
be variations on a theme. As | argue above, one can see that there are minor differences in his interpretations without
claiming that Origen is contradicting himself.

242 Henri de Lubac, History and Spirit, 370.
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this fragment as Origen explores the literary details of this text. He gives his readers multiple
ways into the story so that the Spirit might speak.

It should also be noted that Origen arrives at his different meanings by paying close
attention to the text itself. He focuses on Martha’s reception of Jesus “in her house and Mary’s
sitting at Jesus’s feet. He discusses Mary’s choice of the better part and the few things that are
necessary and Martha’s distraction at many things. Furthermore, since all of Scripture is
connected, he traces these details at the level of the words themselves back to their other
appearances in Scripture. Thus, he can use other places in Luke, but also Romans, 1 Corinthians
and Colossians in order to interpret this passage. At times, this can make it difficult to follow, as
he seemingly holds all of Scripture in his head, and it is not always easy to trace his train of
thought. Furthermore, at times, he takes the same word and uses it for different meanings, as |
noted in his use of the term “house” in his second interpretation. However, while this can be
frustrating to the modern reader, it does not appear to break any of Origen’s own exegetical rules
as he attempts to uncover the spiritual meaning of a text.

Within these five different, there are shared thematic elements that will be further
developed by later writers. All of these readings revolve around discipleship and the proper ways
to be engaged in the Christian life. More specifically, there is a theme of spiritual development
as the two sisters represent two different stages of Christian progress toward perfection. Also,
there is a continual focus on the spiritual nature of the Scripture. This appears to be a key aspect
of being able to move closer toward perfection. The somatic readings and the somatic ways of
life can ultimately distract one from the “better part.” From this passage, one can see that Origen
clearly believes the story of Mary and Martha is paradigmatic for understanding how Christians

should live.
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Later writers will further develop the paradigmatic character of the passage by combining
different aspects of Origen’s multi-layered interpretations and rejecting others. Origen does not
solve the tension in the text between the types of Christian practice that the sisters seem to
embody. In some of his readings, Mary is clearly favored, but in others Mary and Martha are
equals, and in one reading, Martha perhaps could even be seen as further along in her
development depending on one’s interpretation of the “house.” This tension will continue in later
interpretations.

Ultimately, Origen’s interpretation(s) of Luke 10:38-42 are important in the history of
interpretation because he emphasizes multiple themes which will be taken up by later monastic
interpreters in the 4th century and beyond: namely, the language of contemplation and action and
the concept that the sisters represent different stages of a spiritual journey. However, since he
offers multiple readings, we will see that the interpreters who follow him will choose to
emphasize different options in order to create their own exegetical arguments about Mary and
Martha and their contributions to Christian discipleship.

Section 2: Monastic Interpreters

Having shown the complexity of Origen’s reading of the Luke 10:38-42, | now turn to
examine the monastic interpreters who are traditionally understood as being dependent on his
work. In particular, I choose to focus on 4th and 5th century readings because during this period
monasticism begins to take a more defined shape within the Christian tradition. The story of
Mary and Martha becomes a focus point for fleshing out concerns over the best practices of
Christian living, with multiple interpretations circulating. The majority of these interpretations
prefer Mary and her perceived asceticism over her sister, though Martha is also frequently

depicted positively. This tendency can be found in the anonymous Book of Steps or the Liber
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Graduum, Pseudo-Macarius’s Spiritual Homilies, and John Cassian’s Conferences. Each of these
texts adapts and expands Origen’s stages of Christian development and the pursuit of perfection,
while also using the story as a prime biblical example for their own understanding of the
relationship between contemplation and physical service. They use Origen’s reading as a starting
point to interpret the passage, but ultimately, their interpretations address the concerns within
their own communities. Not all monastic voices, however, follow this path. A second tendency
counters the predominant view by interpreting Luke 10:38-42 by focusing entirely on Martha,
even favoring her. This can be seen most clearly in Ephrem’s Commentary on the Diatessaron
and Basil’s Long Rule.

The Liber Graduum?#

The Liber Graduum is a little known collection of 30 Syriac homilies (called Memre, or
“words” in Syriac) which depict an early stage of Syrian monasticism.?** Little attention has
been give to this source in modern scholarship, in part due to early 20th century claims that it
was produced by the Messalians, a misunderstood heretical movement that focused on constant
prayer at the expense of all other Christian practices.?*® When the Liber Graduum was first
published in a critical edition in 1926 by Michael Kmosko, he labeled the text as Messalian,

pointing out its emphasis on prayer and other popular Messalian themes.?*® This opinion was

243 This work is also sometimes referred to as the Kthaba demasgatha, its Syriac name. .

24 For an introduction to the text, see Robert A. Kitchen and Martien F. G. Parmentier, “Introduction” in The Book
of Steps: The Syriac Liber Graduum (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 2004), xiii-Ixxxiii

245 Messalianism was a heresy found in Northern Mesopotamia and Asia Minor during the 4th and 5th centuries. It
was condemned by the Council of Ephesus in 531 CE. Its primary focus was on complete and constant prayer to the
degree that all other aspects of Christian life were forsaken, including the sacraments. They mostly slept (as
dreaming was seen as a type of prayer)and relied on the support of others to survive. However, there is much debate
surrounding it since as Plested summarizes: “we know that Messalianism was; we do not know what it was.”
(Marcus Plested, ‘The Christology of Macarius-Symeon’, SP 37 (2001): 595). For a full discussion of the
complexities of this heresy and whether or not it actually it existed, see Columba Stewart, ‘Working the Earth of the
Heart’: The Messalian Controversy in History, Texts and Language to AD 431. Oxford: Oxford University, 1991.
246 Michael Kmosko, ‘Prefatio’ in Liber Graduum, Patrologia Syriaca 3 (Paris, 1926): i-cccvii



104

soon accepted throughout the guild with several other scholars examining the text in light of its
supposed heretical affiliation.?*” This thesis was challenged in 1954 by Arthur Véobus when he
argued that while the Liber Graduum does discuss prayer, it also affirms the importance of
baptism, of worshipping in the larger church community, and the importance of participating in
the visible church.?*® Véobus pointed out that the author of the Liber Graduum even argues that
those who withdraw and do not participate in the larger Church have fallen astray and have not
achieved Christian perfection.?*® Voobus’s argument that the Liber Graduum should be studied,
not for its potential insight into a 5th century heresy, but rather for its potential contribution to
our understanding of Syrian monasticism more broadly, paved the way for a more balanced
discussion of this text, but it remains an under-studied resource in monastic studies.

The location, date and authorship of the collection are difficult to determine. The most
widely held opinion is that it was written in Mesopotamia (perhaps near the river Zab) sometime
during the mid-to-late 4th century.?® This places this work as a near contemporary to the work
of Aphrahat, another important Syriac monastic figure. Furthermore, there appears to have been
some persecution in the surrounding area in recent decades and the community appears to be
composed of rigorous and less rigorous groups of believers.?! The author, though unknown, is
clearly a spiritual leader over this mixed group with some of his flock ascribing to radical

asceticism, while others continue to hold secular jobs, marry and run households. Parmentier

247 See for instance: 1. Hausherr, ‘L’erreur fondamentale et la logique de Messalianisme’ Orientalia Christiana
Periodica 1 (1935) 328-360.

248 Arthur V6odbus, ‘Liber Graduum: Some Aspects of its Significance for the History of Early Syrian Asceticism,’
Papers of the Estonian Theological Society in Exile 7 (Stockholm, 1954), 108-128.

249 Arthur V6obus, History of the Asceticism in the Syrian Orient, Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium
184, (Louvain, 1958), 182.

20D J. Lane, “Book of Grades, or Steps”, The Harp 14 (2001), 82. Lane sees several comparisons between this
work and the work of Aphrahat. 81-88)

21 Kitchen and Parmentier connect this persecution to the Persian ruler, Shapur 11, who persecuted Christians
between 340-372.
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and Kitchen describe him as a spiritual leader of a pre-cenobitic era of spiritual asceticism. There
IS a strong tension between these two groups throughout the text, and the author navigates this
tension constantly, often alternating between harsh declarations and pastoral encouragement.

In order to understand how the author interprets Luke 10:38-42, it is important to
understand the core concept driving the ecclesiology of the Liber Graduum. Essentially, there are
two different types of Christians, which he labels the Upright and the Perfect. Describing the
ministries of these two groups and their relationship to one another is a recurring theme
throughout the homilies. The Upright are those Christians who engage in physical ministries of
the Church and who still live fully in the secular world. They take care of the poor and visit the
sick. They have households and families and collect wealth (as long as they use it wisely). They
avoid the sins of pride, lust and greed and try to love their neighbors as themselves. They even
fast twice a week and pray three times a day. They should strive to one day achieve Perfection.

The Perfect are those who have embraced an ascetic lifestyle. They have sold all their
possessions and have fully renounced the world. They have chosen a lifestyle of the Cross,
fasting, praying constantly, and practicing celibacy. They are called to a radical love of God and
neighbor, embodying Christ’s love for the world. They have received a full measure of the Holy
Spirit. Because of their renunciation of all worldly things, they become united with God. Their
primary ministry is to teach those who have not achieved this goal and to pray for others that
they might also arrive at Perfection. They are ministers of the Word, prayer, and the Spirit. There
are stages even of Perfection, however, and by practicing the command of love one can progress

even closer to God. It is also possible to lose focus and regress to the stage of the Upright if one
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is tempted by the things of the world. It is even possible to lose any measure of the Spirit and be
rejected by the Spirit and the Church.?2

The relationship between the Upright and the Perfect is one of interdependence. The
Upright are called to support the Perfect, and in turn, the Perfect are expected to teach the higher
things of God to the Upright. An Upright person should always be striving toward Perfection and
this development is marked by the pledge of the Spirit. As a person gradually renounces earthly
things, she is able to push out the “pledge of Satan” and is thus able to more fully receive the
Spirit. When one is finally perfect, one receives the full measure of the Spirit. However, not
everyone will be able to achieve this goal, and thus, God has provided a means of grace for them
too. As Kitchens and Parmentier note: “God recognizes that not all persons are capable of the
same standards and so provides a means of salvation for all.”?® It is important to note that both
of these groups are authentic Christians. The difference in the end is the reward. The Perfect
reach Zion fully and dwell there and receive a full portion of the Spirit and have a greater
reward, whereas the Upright only barely reach Zion and only receive a portion of the Spirit.2>*

The author has an elevated view of Scripture, and Kitchen and Martien describe him as
“living in a thought-world saturated with the Bible.”?*®> Almost all of his illustrations and
arguments come from the biblical text, and he often engages in long exegetical discussions of
entire biblical narratives. Furthermore, throughout the Liber Graduum, he is careful to address
potential contradictions within the Bible. For instance, he adjudicates between the command to

take care of the poor and the command to sell all one has and live without goods, by arguing that

252 Memre 3.11

253 Kitchen and Parmentier, “Introduction,” xxxviii
24 Memre 14.2

25 Kitchen and Parmentier, “Introduction,” 1
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these are commands directed at different people.?*® He ultimately argues that there are major
commandments which are directed toward the Perfect, which include such commands as loving
your enemy, selling all your possessions and forsaking marriage and there are minor
commandments directed toward the Upright, which include commands such as the Golden rule
and giving to the poor and being faithful in marriage.?®’ He wants to ensure that no one accuses
the Perfect of disobeying Scripture by not having alms to give to the poor. Rather, the Perfect
have a different set of commands, which they are following. The good interpreter of Scripture
will be able to decipher which commands are intended for which group. This reflects a core
belief of the author: everything in the scriptures is either ‘meat’ for the Perfect or ‘vegetables and
milk’ for the Upright:

Now let us expound the major commandments through which a person is made

Perfect: that is to say, those commandments that were given by the Lord and his

apostles to the Perfect and that distinguishes them from the “vegetables and

milk”...It was necessary to write them down so that even simple people may attain

insight and everyone may struggle to enter by the narrow gate of Perfection or

inherit the place of Uprightness below it.?%®
Thus, God gave the lesser commands so that the Upright could still receive God’s blessings and
participate in the physical ministries of the Church. This view of Christian development is the

lens through which the author approaches the Bible, as seen in his interpretation of Mary and

Martha.

2% Memre 3.15. Another examples of his concern for biblical unity is found in Memre 9, where he tries to unpack
how the Old Testament prophets could be viewed as part of the Perfect as they were often described as having a
close relationship with God, and yet still do terrible things, such as Elisha calling the bears to kill the children who
mocked his baldness.

257 See Memre 1, 2, 19, 20 for descriptions of the minor and major commandments and the different journeys the
two groups taking by following them. .

258 Memre 2.1. The references to meat, vegetables and milk is an allusion to 1 Cor 3:2.
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The author turns to discuss Mary and Martha in the third Memre, in which he explores
the different ministries and gifts of the Upright and the Perfect. He uses the biblical examples of
Mary and Martha and Moses, Aaron and Abraham to expand his discussion of those gifts:

We must distinguish better the greater gifts and from the lesser ones and the

pledge from the full blessing. The Lord said this in connection with Miriam and

Aaron, their gifts were smaller than those of Moses...In the same way the portion

of Martha was smaller than that of Mary. Although the Lord has communicated

with all of them, only his pledge was in Miriam and Aaron and Martha. In this

respect they were different from Moses and Mary, the sister of Lazarus.?>®
Here, we see that the author is setting up a dichotomy between Mary and Moses on one hand and
Martha, Miriam and Aaron on the other. Mary and Moses have both been granted the greater
gifts, while the others have received lesser gifts, despite the fact they have all communicated
with God. Martha, Miriam and Aaron have this so-called pledge of the Spirit.?%° As he

previously explained: “There are also people in whom is only a little of our Lord,; it is the so-

called ‘minor blessing,” the minor portion which is called the pledge of God.”?!

29 Memre 3.13

260 The translation here of “pledge” is complicated. It comes from a Syriac word, ‘Grband, which is only found
in the Liber Graduum and nowhere else in Syriac literature. Tracing back its potential origin from the ‘rab, Michael
Kmosko concluded that it should either be translated as ‘to pledge’ or as ‘to mix, to mingle.” In his parallel Latin
version, he chooses ‘commixtio’ implying that we should understand that Martha, Aaron and Miriam have a co-
mixing of the Spirit and not the full portion. They are still mixed with God and with sin. This usage of co-mixing is
similar to what we will see in Ps. Macarius when he discusses this passage. That said, there is also strong evidence
for “to pledge” being the better translation, as the “pledge of the Spirit” (from 2 Cor 1:22; Eph 1:14) from appapdv
is translated in the Peshitta as rahbina, which appears to be the noun form of ‘wrbana. For this argument, see
Antoine Guillamont, ‘Les “arrhes de L Esprit” dans le Livre des degres,” Memorial Mgr Gabriel Khouri-Sarkis,
(Louvain, 1969), 107-113.

Columba Stewart, however, argues for the definition of “mix, mingling” but concludes that ultimately, the
evidence remains ambiguous (Working the Heart of the Earth, 199-203). He does note that it is important that even
if one decides to define it as “to pledge,” this pledge must be understood in material terms. It is a present reality:
“But one can say that the significance of the ‘urbana of the Spirit is the same as that of the presence of sin in the
human person: vivid, active and real. Whether it be commixture or pledge or both, it is certainly presence” (203).
261 Memre 3.12.
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Mary, however, has been granted the greater gift, “which is called the Spirit, the
Paraclete. They are fulfilled and replenished so that Christ dwells in them completely.”?%? He
continues with a long discussion of why Mary was able to receive this greater gift:

This is how Mary’s portion came to be larger than Martha’s, as our Lord testified

about her, ‘Mary has chosen the better part’: It was Mary who took up the Cross,

which consists in practicing lowliness, the major commandments. She died to the
world and its business and spiritually lived in our Lord; served him in the Spirit,

was bound to him and glorified him all day, and she instructed and taught women

and made them disciples for our Lord, receiving the Paraclete and serving our

Lord in Perfection.?

As we can see, Mary is the ideal representative of the Perfect. The better part which Jesus
commends her for choosing is that she imitated the Lord by taking up the Cross, being humble,
following the major commandments, practicing asceticism and serving the Lord spiritually by
making disciples of other women.?* Like Origen in his third interpretation, the author of the
Liber Graduum sees Mary as following the major commandment to love God and neighbor.

He then discusses Martha’s behavior and ministry, which he describes as Upright and in
keeping with the minor commandments:

At the same time, Martha served our Lord with clothing and food, for himself and

for the crowd that was with him, as she had a house and possessions, like

Abraham and she led an Upright life. But Martha did not go so far as to take up

the Cross....So no one receives the Paraclete as long as his ministry is physically

oriented, [if] he engages in taking and giving and his mind is tethered to the

earth.2®

Martha serves the Lord, meeting his physical needs. She supports him out of her own household

and he describes her as living an Upright life, meaning she follows the minor commandments.

262 |pid,

263 Memre 3.13

264 This reference to Mary being in ministry to other women is one of a small number of texts (as we will see) that
explicitly reference some sort of women’s ministry. Here, the author seems to depict a historical reality in which
Mary ministered to other women. That said, being Perfect is not a gendered construct as it appears the author of the
Liber Graduum sees both men and women as capable of achieving this state.

26 |bid 3.13-14



110

However, she has not taken up her cross like her sister has and thus, she has not received the
major gift of the Spirit. She is still focused on physical ministries and has not embraced an
ascetic life.

Before continuing, it is important to note another key difference between Mary and
Martha for this author. Mary takes up the Cross and Martha does not. The imitation of Christ
through taking up the Cross is an important theme throughout the Liber Graduum. As Renato
Roux argues, this imitation takes the form of embracing Christ’s humility in all things, sharing in
his sufferings and renouncing the things of the world.?® In particular, this means the Upright one
will be inferior to the Perfect one “who has been nailed to the Cross, who cannot move hands or
feet, not being able to conduct business with the earth, but who contemplates, searches, and
meditates on what is above...and who has died to this world.”?®" It is ultimately both the
asceticism and the spiritual ministries of Mary and the Perfect that differentiate them from
Martha and the Upright. And while there is potential for spiritual progress and the Upright
should aspire to become Perfect, the author recognizes that not everyone will be able or willing
to accomplish this and thus, they will stay on the easier path and focus on the lesser
commandments. Their reward in heaven will be lesser than for those who achieve perfection.®

The author, therefore, uses the sisters to illustrate some of his central themes and to
highlight the differences between the two groups of Christians in his community. He also pays
close attention to the details of the text in front of him. Martha participates in a physical ministry
of serving and hospitality and she is the head of the household. Mary, through listening to the

Word and sitting at his feet, is seen by the author as one who then engages in a spiritual ministry,

266 Renato Roux, “The Doctrine of the Imitation of Christ in the Liber Graduum,” StPatri 30 (1997), 263.
%7 Memre 3.14
268 Memre 19.40
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teaching and making disciples. Furthermore, from this one can see that he expands upon the idea,
seen earlier in Origen, that the two sisters are two different types of disciples. Furthermore, he
presents the two sisters as real people who are part of the two categories, like the members of his
own congregation, not simply as metaphors of the Upright and the Perfect. They are not only
metaphors for the Upright and the Perfect; they are Upright and Perfect.

From this brief analysis, one can see that the author’s use of Mary and Martha is intended
to highlight the differences in the ministries of the Upright and Perfect and their spiritual
progress. He further adapts the concept of the stages of Christian development first discussed in
Origen. He also follows Origen in that he does not focus on their gender but on their roles as
disciples. Unlike Origen, however, who argues that Mary has not achieved Perfection, the author
of the Liber Graduum sees Mary’s act of sitting at Jesus’s feet as indicative of her having already
achieved the full measure of the Paraclete. He also expands Origen’s reading by adding the
concept of taking up the cross as the central difference between the two sisters. Martha, by
engaging in primarily physical ministries, is farther behind her sister despite living an Upright
life because she has not taken up her cross. The author of the Liber Graduum does not depict
Martha negatively; she is merely someone who has further to travel before reaching that which is
full communion with God. Clearly, however, there is a hierarchy of Christian behavior, and the
author views living like Mary as the better option.

Pseudo-Macarius’s Spiritual Homilies

The theme of spiritual progress toward perfection is also at the center of the Pseudo-
Macarius’s discussion of Mary and Martha in the Spiritual Homilies. The homilies were written
anonymously in the 4th century, but within a few centuries, many well-known monastic figures,

such as Macarius the Egyptian, Macarius the Alexandrian and Symeon of Mesopotamia, were
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named as the text’s author, perhaps to lend credibility to the work.2®® While significant
scholarship has been done in an attempt to uncover the identity of the author, George Maloney
accurately notes that “as yet there has not been a convincing conclusion that has been accepted
by all patristic scholars.”?’® From the text itself, however, we can derive some information about
the author. First of all, geographical and cultural references imply the author had familiarity with
both Asia Minor and Syria. He wrote in Greek, but clearly was shaped in significant ways by
Syriac Christianity, since he often uses Syriac vocabulary and imagery throughout the homilies,
leading many scholars to assume that he was a monk located in Northeast Syria during the
middle of the 4th century.?’* He likely finished writing around the 380s since Gregory of Nyssa
shows familiarity with Ps. Macarius’s Great Letter, which is thought to be his last work. 272

Like the Liber Graduum, the Spiritual Homilies have been often associated with
Messalianism, and there continues to be scholarly debate as to whether or not the author was
connected with that movement. Some have claimed that the original author was Messalian but it
was attributed to a non-Messalian author (i.e. Macarius the Egyptian) so that it could continue to
circulate. Others have argued it was actually anti-Messalian only to be later used by Messalians
as a core text.2”® However, Columba Stewart’s argument that most of the Messalian controversy

and Ps. Macarius’s place within it comes out of the misunderstanding of Syrian imagery and

269 Stewart, ‘Working the Earth of the Heart’, 70.

210 George Maloney, “Introduction,” in Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty Spiritual Homilies and the Great Letter, (New
York: Paulist, 1992), 6. See also Hermann Dérries, Symeon von Mesopotamien. Die Uberlieferung der
messalianischen ‘Makarios’ Schriften, TUGAL 55.1 (Leipzig, DE: J.C Hinrichs, 1941), 6-8. Dorries first
discovered the manuscripts which attributed the works to Symeon, a known Messalian.

21 Maloney, “Introduction,” 7.

272 Stewart, ‘Working the Earth of the Heart’, 70.

213 See Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition from Plato to Denys (Oxford, 1981), 114 and
Kallistos Ware, “Preface” in Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty Spiritual Homilies and the Great Letter, (New York:
Paulist, 1992), xii. For a summary of the various position of Ps. Macarius and Messalianism, see Hannah Hunt,
Clothed in the Body : Asceticism, the Body and the Spiritual in the Late Antique Era, (Abingdon, UK: Ashgate,
2012), 126-128.
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language is compelling.?”* Furthermore, by stepping back and examining the text on its own
terms, rather than against the backdrop of an obscure heretical movement we know little about,
one can learn a significant amount about monasticism in Syria and Asia Minor during the 4th
century.

The Spiritual Homilies do not systematically present the author’s theology and practice.
They reveal a more paranetic approach, focusing on the instruction of fellow monks on a variety
of issues. As Maloney summarizes it, the author of the homilies embodies a “practical monastic
pedagogy.”?”® The details of the text show that he led a type of coenobitic community, though
one that was less regimented than the communities that would develop in later centuries. It had,
for example, no fixed times for prayers. There is a repeated focus on the call to serve God
through renouncing all one’s possessions and familial relationships, and adopting a life of
asceticism. Having done this, the monk should no longer be distracted by the world and so
should be able to better focus on the Word of God. The text itself can be divided into three types:
question and answers, discourses on theological topics, and the Great Letter (containing a fuller
discussion of the Christian life).

One of the primary themes discussed throughout the homilies is the idea of spiritual
progress. For Ps. Macarius, there are three stages of every Christian’s spiritual journey.2’® First,
the heart is completely controlled by evil, caused by the sin of Adam. Next, one enters into a
time of spiritual battle where the heart is struggling between sin and grace, which he summarized
in Homily 17.4: “There are some persons in whom grace is operative and working in peace.

Within, however, evil is also present hiddenly and the two ways of existence...vie for dominance

274 Stewart, ‘Working the Earth of the Heart’, 70-84.
275 Maloney, “Introduction,” 12.
278 For a good summary of the stages, see Ware, “Preface,” xiii
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within the same heart.”?’” Most of his audience appears to be at this stage. The final stage is
when the heart becomes completely controlled by God, sin has been totally thrust out and the
heart has been freed from all passions. At this stage, the heart is now fully united with God,
“mixed” with the Holy Spirit, so that they can become one spirit. This is a stage of perfection
even greater than that perfection embodied by Adam before his fall. While one can experience
this perfection during this life, one will still be at risk of returning to an earlier stage, since evil
still attempts to pull one back into sin. Complete and final perfection can only be experienced
after death.

Ps. Macarius’s interpretation of Mary and Martha appears in Homily 12 in the form of a
question: “What is the meaning of Martha saying to the Lord about Mary: I am busy about many
things and here she sits at your feet?”’2’8

Answer: What Mary ought to have said to Martha, the Lord, anticipating her
remark, said to her, that Mary had left everything to sit at the feet of the Lord and
to bless God throughout the whole day. You see the value of her sitting came
from love. To understand more clearly God’s Word, listen. If anyone loves Jesus
and really gives oneself attentively to him and not in a superficial way, but also
perseveres in love, God is already planning to reward that soul for that love, even
though the person does not know what he is about to receive or what portion God
is about to bestow on him.

Indeed when Mary loved Jesus and sat at his feet, Jesus did not merely
place himself alongside her, but he endowed her with a certain hidden power from
his very own being. For the words which God spoke to Mary in peace were an in-
breathing and of a certain power. And these words penetrated her heart and
brought his soul to her soul, his Spirit to her spirit and a divine power filled her
heart. The power necessarily wherever it is released, remains there as a possession
which cannot be taken away. For this reason the Lord, who knew what he had
given to Mary said, “Mary has chosen the good part.” But not long after, the
works of service that Martha kindly performed, brought her also to that gift of
grace. She also received the divine power in her soul.?®

277 ps. Macarius, Hom. 17.4.
278 Hom. 12.16
219 1bid
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In this answer, Ps. Macarius presents Mary as having left everything in order to pursue Christ.
This is a key step in one’s spiritual battle against the spirit of evil. As he writes in the Great
Letter, “What does it means to renounce one’s own self except to give oneself completely to the
fraternity....and be totally available to the Word of God?’?° Mary has made herself completely
available to listening to God in order that she might learn from him always. In this way, Mary
exemplifies the asceticism aspired to within Ps. Macarius’s community. He emphasizes,
however, that her primary motivation for this behavior is rooted in love of God. Here, he seems
to argue that renunciation of the world is not enough, it must be motivated by a desire to
persevere in loving God. He writes in homily 10:

“Persons who love truth and God, who thoroughly wish to put on Christ with

great hope and faith, do not need so much encouragement or correction from

others. They never give up their longing for Heaven and their love of the

Lord...Such persons that pursue the Lord with such ardent and insatiable love are

worthy of eternal life. For this reason they are deemed worthy also to be freed

from passions and obtain fully the illumination and participation with the fullness

of grace of the hidden and mystical communion with the Holy Spirit.?!
In fact, Mary’s love leads to God rewarding her by filling her soul with the power and peace of
God’s own Spirit, “his soul to her soul, his Spirit to her spirit and a divine power filled her
heart.” This statement appears to reflect the Ps. Macarius’s understanding of the stage of the
Christian development when one’s soul mingles with God’s soul. In the next paragraph, Ps.
Macarius explicitly uses this language: “How much more in the case of the Lord speaking to

Mary or Zaccheus or the sinful woman...or with the Samaritan woman or the good thief? Did not

power go out and the Holy Spirit mingle with the souls?”"?8?

280 Great Letter (Maloney, 260).
281 Hom. 10.1-2.
282 Hom. 12.17 (Maloney, 104).
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This mixing/mingling language, drawn originally from Stoic philosophy, is important
imagery for Ps. Macarius’s understanding of one’s relationship with God. As Stewart observed,
“Ps. Macarius’s distinction is to have made mixing language a central metaphor in his portrayal
of the soul’s involvement with both sin and with the Holy Spirit and to have done so with little
apparent interest in the nuances of philosophical or theological vocabulary.”?® In his work,
“mixing” is primarily used to state how the believer’s soul has a real union with the Spirit of
God.%4 In this union, the Holy Spirit enters the soul of the believer and makes it possible for sin,
which was once mixed in the soul to be cast out. In Homily 24.4, Ps. Macarius compares this
mixing to leavening dough and salting meat:

Take the example of a person kneading flour without putting into it a leaven.

However much effort he makes, turning it over and over and thoroughly working

it up, still the lump remains unleavened and unfit to eat. But if the leaven is put

into the dough, it draws to itself the mass of dough and works into all the

leaven...if there were some meat and someone were to take great pains with it but

did not salt it with the salt that kills the worms and destroys foul odors, the meat

would smell and decay and become unfit for men.

In this same way, picture yourself as meat and unleavened dough. Realize that the

salt and the leaven belong to another world, the divine nature of the Holy Spirit. If

therefore the heavenly leaven of the Spirit, this good and holy salt of the Godhead

be not mixed and inserted into the lowly nature of men, a person...will not be

leavened to put away the heaviness and be freed from the unleavened state of evil.
285

At this stage of mixing with the “heavenly leaven of the Spirit” sin can no longer have a place in
the heart of the Christian, and through this grace, sin is slowly excised from the believer’s life.

Through the practice of the fruits of Spirit and the pouring of God’s grace, the Christian is able

283 Stewart, ‘Working the Earth of the Heart’, 171. For a more in-depth look at mixing imagery in Ps. Macarius and
Syriac writings, see Stewart, 170-202. For the role of mixing imagery in the Christological debates more broadly,
see Aloys Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, trans. John Bowden. (New York: John Knox: 1965), 129-32.
For the potential relationship between Ps. Macarius and Stoicism, see Stoffels, Die mystische Theologie Makarius,
(Bonn, DE: Verlag von Peter Hanstein, 1908), 57-71.

BiStewart, ‘Working the Earth of the Heart’, 171. See also Stewart, 173-178 for a discussion of the different terms
Ps. Macarius uses in his metaphors for mixing.

285 Hom. 24.4. See also Homilies 18.10, 9.12, 46.3 for more examples of mixing imagery.
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to “become more like and mingled with the good and divine nature.”?®® Eventually, the believer
will be able to “become totally one with the Spirit and thus is rendered holy and pure by the
Spirit forever.”?” This is the final stage of Christian perfection and the goal of the Christian life.

Mary receives this gift of grace as a result of her love of God which compels her to listen
to the Word of God. But Ps. Macarius argues that Martha too receives this gift of the spirit as a
result of her physical service. One sees in Ps. Macarius’s writings a tendency to privilege the
ascetic lifestyle and spiritual practices as the best way to battle the sin in one’s heart and to
achieve perfection, but he is clear that while this is preferred way, it is not the only way since
there is freedom through God’s grace:

Some of them do not wish to be a burden to others, while others carry on for

themselves. Others receive gifts from those in the world and distribute them to the

poor. This latter is better. Certain persons endowed with grace have only one

concern about their own affairs. Others seek to help others. Others expose

themselves to insults for the name of God...In contrast, others strive to hide

themselves even from encountering the world. These latter are more outstanding

than the former...These excel by far the first. Do you see how in the matter of

perfection, good will towards God is found superior and richer?®
Even within ascetic practices, there are behaviors and practices which are better than others as
one strives toward perfection. What counts is not necessarily the action but rather the motivation.
Martha, according to Ps. Macarius, is driven in her service by her love of the Lord. Because of
this love, he argues the Spirit will also be granted to her and will be mixed with her soul. This
leads him to conclude:

Whoever, therefore, dedicate themselves to different forms of service and eagerly

perform all such activities, motivated by zeal, faith, and love of God, that very

service, after a while, leads them to a knowledge of truth itself. For the Lord
appears to their souls and teaches them how the Holy Spirit operates.?®

286 Hom. 24.6.
287 |bid.

288 Hom. 17.7-8.
289 Hom. 16.18.
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Thus, we can see that while Mary reaches this stage first through her ascetic practices, Martha
also reaches the final stage. While their ministries were different, Ps. Macarius sees both as being
recognized by God as forms of love and commitment. In this reading, Martha is still seen as a
positive figure.

When we place Ps. Macarius’s reading beside Origen’s and the Liber Graduum, a few
aspects of his reading stand out. First, like in the Liber Graduum, Ps. Macarius draws upon
Origen’s stages of development interpretation and the paradigm of contemplative and active
lives. Unlike the Liber Graduum, however, Martha does not need to walk the same spiritual
journey as Mary, but rather there can be multiple paths to spiritual perfection and receiving the
Spirit, if one’s actions are rooted in love of God. Love appears to be ultimately more important
than specific practices. In this sense, Mary and Martha appear more like equals, even if Mary’s
way does lead her to progress more quickly. The hierarchy is less defined than the hierarchy in
the Liber Graduum between the Perfect and the Upright.

Furthermore, Ps. Macarius adds a new dimension when he emphasizes that one cannot
know when or how God is going to send the Spirit. It is a gift, a view shared by the author of the
Liber Graduum. Ps. Macarius casts the better part as this eternal gift, rooted in his
eschatological vision of the future and connected to the reception of the Holy Spirit. This is an
important expansion from Origen’s reading of the passage, because while Origen does discuss
spiritual progression to perfection, he does not introduce the role of the Holy Spirit in that
journey, nor does he emphasize the eschatological nature of this perfection. By incorporating the
reception of the Spirit as the ultimate goal and gift of the faith, Ps. Macarius and the author of
Liber Graduum both leave their own mark on the tradition of interpretation which began with

Origen.
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John Cassian’s Conferences

Our third monastic author, John Cassian, wrote in the early 5th century. As Colm
Lubheid notes, “he was a monk writing for monks. But in a more profound way, he was a salient
example of the problem faced by any Christian who is somehow obliged to reconcile an admired
past with the needs and burdens of his own day.”?*® Unlike the previous two authors, who remain
mostly unknown to us, John Cassian is a well-known monastic figure. Between 420-430 CE, he
wrote two influential works in Latin: the Institutes and the Conferences. He joined a monastery
in Bethlehem in 392, when he was still young, and after several years of monastic living, he
journeyed to Scete in Egypt to learn from the Pachomian monastic community, which was seen
as the heart of monasticism at this time. During this time, he was exposed to the teachings of
Evagrius of Pontus and through him, Origen as well. He also formed his basic doctrine of
monastic life, which was highly influenced by Evagrius. He left Egypt around 400 CE and
continued traveling, ending up in Marseilles and founding his own monastic community there.
There he wrote the Conferences and the Institutes, both intended to help shape the monastic life
by drawing upon the practices of Egyptian monasticism.?%

The Conferences is structured as a collection of wisdom from the Desert Fathers that
Cassian met while traveling around monastic communities in Egypt. It is uncertain how much of
the Conferences should be attributed to Cassian’s own voice and how much is attributable to the

men whose discourses he reports.?®2 The Conferences were written two decades after his time in

29 Colm Lubheid, “Preface,” in John Cassian, Conferences. trans. by Colm Luibheid, (New York, Paulist Press:
1985), xi.

291 For three thorough introductions to John Cassian, see Jean-Claude Guy, Jean Cassian: Vie et doctrine spirituelle.
Paris: P. Lethielleux, 1961; Owen Chadwick, John Cassian. 2nd Edition Cambridge: Cambridge University, 2008;
Columba Stewart, Cassian the Monk, New York: Oxford University, 1998.

292 5ee Chadwick, John Cassian, 18-22 for a discussion of the evidence surrounding the Conferences as a historical
source.
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Egypt, and so it is unlikely that they are direct quotations, but rather the Conferences are
Cassian’s way of bringing Egyptian monasticism into the West. As Chadwick argues, “nothing
in the Conferences suggests that they are not an authentic presentation of moral and ascetic
ideals practiced in Egypt.”?%® That said, Cassian is the author of these discourses, and he clearly
composed them in such a way that they reflect his own worldview. This is particularly important
for our purposes since it gives us further insight into how Luke 10:38-42 was functioning in
monastic communities in Egypt through the interpretive lens of John Cassian. As Columba
Stewart argues, within the Conferences, Cassian attempts to weave together the past wisdom of
the abbas in order to chart out a path for the future of monastic living. This path depicts the
spiritual journey of one seeking to see God.?%

Cassian discusses the story of Mary and Martha twice: in Conference 1 and Conference
23. In Conference 1.8, which Cassian presents as wisdom collected from the Abbot Moses, he
offers this interpretation:

To cling always to God and to the things of God -- this must be our major effort.

This must be the road that the heart follows unswervingly. Any diversion,

however impressive, must be regarded as secondary, low-grade and certainly

dangerous. Mary and Martha provide a most beautiful scriptural paradigm of this

outlook and of this mode of activity.%®
He explicitly names the story of Mary and Martha as functioning paradigmatically to illustrate a
larger point about the importance of clinging to God always. The goal is to be able to achieve
purity of heart. He argues in 1.7: “Everything we do, our every objective, must be undertaken for

the sake of purity of heart...to hold our hearts free of every dangerous passion and in order to rise

step by step to the high point of love.”?®® Perfection, for Cassian, means having a completely

293 ibid, 22.

294 Stewart, Cassian the Monk, 40.
295 Cassian, Conference 1.8

2% Confernce 1.7
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pure heart, free of worldly distractions and secondary virtues, and dedicated fully to the love of

God.

Mary and Martha, then, offer him the perfect opportunity for discussing this journey and

the potential dangers on the path. He continues:

In looking after the Lord and His disciples Martha did a very holy service. Mary,
however, was intent on the spiritual teaching of Jesus and she stayed by His feet,
which she kissed and anointed with oil of her good faith. And she got more credit
from the Lord because she had chosen the better part, one which could not be
taken away from her.

For while Martha was working hard, responsibly and fully intent on her
job, she realized that she could not do all the work by herself and demanded help
of her sister from the Lord...Certainly, she summons Mary to a task that is not
inconsequential but is a praiseworthy service. Yet what does she hear? “Martha,
Martha you are full of worry and are upset over many things when actually you
should be focused on a few or even one thing. Mary has chosen the good part and
it will not be taken away from her.”%%’

Even though Martha’s service and hospitality to the Lord was good, it was not the ultimate good.

The secondary virtues can serve as distraction from that which is more important. He argues that

even though service is good, “the Lord establishes as the prime good contemplation, that is, the

gaze turned in the direction of God. Hence we say that the other virtues, however useful or good,

must be put on a secondary leve

1 9298

In this argument, we hear an echo of Origen’s discussion in Fr.Luc. 171 of contemplation

and activity. As in Origen’s first interpretation, it appears that these two types of behavior,

activity and meditation, are found within the same person and not to be understood as two

different groups of people. Instead of placing them as equal parts of the believer’s life, however,

Cassian argues that contemplation is actually the higher good. Activity can distract from that

higher good. He continues: “in saying this, the Lord locates the primary good, not in activity,

297 Conference 1.8. It is worth noting here that Cassian is clearly familiar here with the longer textual variant of
10:41-42, since he references “a few or even one thing” as being necessary.

29 hid.
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however praiseworthy...but in the truly simple and unified contemplation of himself.”?*® One
does not need both, because contemplation is the final and ultimate goal of the Christian: it turns
one’s gaze toward God in all things.

In this way, Cassian appears to draw from Evagrius who briefly discusses this passage in
his work, the Foundations of the Monastic Life:

And if the thought of expensive foods should arise at all for reasons of

hospitality, leave it there and give it no credence at all, for the adversary is

setting a snare for you; he is setting a trap trying to dislodge you from your

stillness. You know how the Lord Jesus blames the soul that busies itself with

such things, namely Martha: ‘Why are you concerned and troubled by many

things? There is need for one thing’ namely, he says, to listen to divine word, and

after that everything follows along easily.3%
Evagrius clearly focuses on hospitality as a distraction, and potentially a trap, that pulls the
Christian away from the goal of listening to the divine word. Cassian, however, thinks that
hospitality and service are virtuous acts, though he notes that these acts fall short of the primary
good. In order to turn one’s sight to God and fully achieve purity of heart, one must be fully
focused on contemplation. 3! As Stewart observes, while Evagrius was concerned about the
soul’s pilgrimage through the world and Cassian shared that concern, “for him the dominant
issue was gathering fractured intentions and scattered energies into the singleness of purpose in
‘contemplation alone.” For the monk as for Mary of Bethany, this means the contemplation of
Christ.””30?

Cassian gives his reasons for why contemplation is ultimately better than service in the

last part of Conference 1.8 and in Conference 23.3. In Conference 1.8, he concludes:

29 Ipid.

300 Evagrius, Rerum monachalium rationes 3

301 For further discussion between the differences between Origen, Cassian and Evagrius on the relationship
between action and contemplation and the journey of the soul, see Chadwick, John Cassian, 82-109.

302 Columba Stewart, Cassian the Monk, 49.
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But one must look carefully at this. In saying, ‘Mary chose the good part,” he was

saying nothing about Martha and in no way was he giving the appearance of

criticizing her. Still, by praising the one, he was saying that the other was a step

below her. Again, by saying it will not be taken away from her, he was showing

that Martha’s role could be taken away, -- since the service of the body can only

last as long as the human being is there-- whereas the zeal of Mary can never

end.>%

Here, Cassian makes an important distinction. He is careful to state that Jesus is not criticizing
Martha in this story, but rather ranking their behaviors. The reason that Mary’s choice will never
be taken away from her is because her choice is eternal, whereas Martha’s choice is rooted in her
physicality, which will ultimately pass away. This reveals that the primary difference between
the two types of actions is eschatological in nature. Mary’s behavior, i.e. contemplation, means
that she will come to see God, which is the eternal goal of the Christian.

For Cassian, such contemplation is a foretaste of the eternal kingdom of heaven. It is the
quest for the vision of God. Finishing that quest and seeing God means that one now has
knowledge of both of God and the things of God and that this knowledge and blessing will never
pass away with the physical things of this world. To see God is to have complete purity of heart
and to have reached perfection. As Stewart argues, “Martha’s corporeal ministry will come to its
inevitable end with her death. Cassian works through a series of other biblical texts to argue that
works are useful but cannot produce the perfection of love that is God’s promise of life now and
forever.”*** Since Mary’s behavior is rooted in the spiritual, it will not pass away when her
physical body has died. This is why she has made the better choice.

Cassian further expands this argument between the two types of behavior in Conference

23.3 when he again turns to discuss the two sisters and the nature of Mary’s “better part”:

What then is that one thing which is so incomparably above those great and
innumerable good things, that, while they are all scorned and rejected, it alone

303 1bid.
304 Stewart, Cassian the Monk, 55.
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should be acquired? Doubtless it is that truly good part, the grand and lasting

character of which is thus described by the Lord, when Mary disregarded the

duties of hospitality and courtesy and chose it: Martha, Martha, you are careful

and troubled about many things: but there is but need of but few things or even of

one only. Mary has chosen the good part which shall not be taken away from her.

Contemplation then, i.e., meditation on God, is the one thing, the value of which

all the merits of our righteous acts, all our aims at virtue, come short of.3%
He continues with the illustration of different metals being of different worths. A basic “alloy
metal,” he argues is often considered valuable unless one places it beside silver. Furthermore,
silver is considered very valuable, but its value diminishes in its owner’s sight when it is placed
beside gold. And gold is outshone by precious stones, etc. In same way, the other virtues:
hospitality, service, acts of holiness, “are not merely good and useful for the present life, but also
secure the gift of eternity, yet if they are compared with the merit of Divine contemplation, will
be considered trifling and so to speak, fit to be sold.”** The other virtues, as part of God’s
creation, are very good. All things have their proper time and place. Creation is nothing
compared to heaven, however, and contemplation of God is comparable to dwelling in heaven,
while the other virtues are rooted firmly in this earth.*’ Thus, Mary has made the better choice
in forsaking the other virtues in order to pursue meditating on God.

Cassian is aware, though, that is impossible to always make that choice and that no one
can constantly meditate on God while living upon this earth.2®® He continues in Conference 23

by making the point that even the Apostle Paul often had to turn his heart away from his

contemplation to serve the many needs of his communities:

305 Cassian, Conference 23.3

306 Ipid.

307 Ipid.

308 See Conference 23.5: “Who when ministering support to the poor, or when receiving with benevolent kindness
the crowds that come to him, can at the very moment when he is with anxious mind perplexed for the wants of his
brethren, contemplate the vastness of the bliss on high, and while he is shaken by the troubles and cares of the
present life look forward to the state of the world to come with a heart raised above the stains of earth?”” (Gibson,
NPNF 11)
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Further we confidently assert that even the Apostle Paul himself who surpassed in

the number of his sufferings the toils of all the saints, could not possibly fulfil

this, as...when in writing in the Thessalonians he testifies that he worked in labour

and weariness night and day. And although for this there were great rewards for

his merits prepared, yet his mind, however holy and sublime it might be, could

not help being sometimes drawn away from that heavenly contemplation by its

attention to earthly labours.3%®
Thus, Cassian acknowledges that even the most faithful Christians cannot always choose the
better part, but that sometimes acts of hospitality and ministry are necessary in this life. Martha
showed hospitality to Jesus; Paul provided spiritual guidance to his congregations. These are
valuable and necessary actions, but the Christian should not mistake them for the best actions.
This is why Cassian can say that Jesus is not criticizing Martha when he rebukes her. Her actions
are good and in fact, even righteous. Mary’s choice to contemplate God was the better choice,
because she chose the eternal act. Turning one’s sight to God is always better than choosing to
focus on the things of this earth.

Columba Stewart argues that Cassian’s reading of Mary and Martha accomplishes three
goals within his larger theological project.! First, Cassian is able to use the story of the two
sisters as a biblical paradigm to divide human existence into two different aspects: active and
contemplative. Second, he is able to demonstrate how contemplation bridges the temporal divide
between earthly life and eternal life. Third, he is able to discuss the relationship between present
action and present contemplation and their relationship to the hope for the future. Stewart is
correct in these claims, because it does seem that Mary and Martha serve as the ideal biblical

paradigm for these arguments. Furthermore, Cassian’s discussion shows that, while he draws

upon the interpretations of Origen and Evagrius, he is not limited to them.

309 |hid.
310 Stewart, Cassian the Monk, 49.
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In summary, Cassian uses the story of Mary and Martha as a paradigm to discuss his
understanding of the relationship between action and contemplation. Unlike the authors of the
Liber Graduum and the Spiritual Homilies, he does not refer to different types of people, ascetics
and non-ascetics. Instead, he draws from Origen’s first interpretation of contemplative and active
practices as different dimensions of the same person to argue that physical service and
contemplation are behaviors in which all Christians participate. However, unlike Origen’s first
reading in which the two virtues are mutually dependent, Cassian is clear that contemplation is
best. Mary’s choice was that she chose contemplation, which is the ultimate good.
Contemplation allows one to focus on the eternal things of God. It is through contemplation that
one is brought to finally see God and reaches perfection. On the other hand, Cassian
acknowledges that Jesus was not criticizing Martha. He recognizes that acts of hospitality and
service are good and sometimes necessary actions. They are not ultimate, however; these acts
will not last into eternity. Cassian’s practical concern is that on this earth, no one can constantly
turn their gaze to God, and that human needs and the concerns of one’s community will at times
dictate that one participate in those lesser virtues. It is not until one passes into eternal life that
one will be able completely to meditate on God. Similar to Ps. Macarius and the author of Liber
Graduum, eschatology shapes how Cassian interprets this passage.

Silvanus in The Sayings of the Desert Fathers

The first three monastic texts we examined repeatedly emphasized Mary’s behavior as
the more praiseworthy choice. They present her as the sister who is further along on her spiritual
journey. The author of Liber Graduum, Pseudo-Macarius and Cassian all conclude that Mary’s
decision to focus on the spiritual and the eternal means that she should be elevated. As Hellen

Dayton notes, this strand of interpretation places Mary as spiritually higher and more advanced
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than her sister.3!* Even though all the authors also grant that Martha’s behavior should be seen
as good, and even in some circumstances, that it ultimately will be rewarded, it is clear that they
each favor Mary. Furthermore, even though they adapt and expand Origen’s interpretations, they
still follow his basic interpretation of the passage with Mary representing contemplation and
Martha representing action. Without a doubt, this is the predominant trend of monastic
interpretation of Luke 10:38-43.

However, the next text | examine shows that there is an awareness that this interpretation
could be taken too far. Silvanus, in the Sayings of the Desert Fathers, offers an alternate reading,
addressing potential concerns that this passage might downplay the necessity of work. Silvanus
clearly holds (like Cassian) that work is at times both necessary and good. In doing so, he
appears to pick up a different thread of Origen’s interpretation, in which both the active and
contemplative forms of discipleship can and should be part of the Christian life.

The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, in which our text is found, is a collection of the
wisdom attributed to the Desert Fathers and Mothers, who moved out into Egyptian wilderness
in order to practice rigorous asceticism. The collection circulated in different arrangements and
in different languages throughout the 5th and 6th centuries, revealing its popularity, particularly
among the Eastern Church.®'2 The Sayings, each attributed to a various Father or Mother, mostly
contain short apothegms but also some short moral narratives, intended to reveal how a particular
virtue could be practiced. The collection offers an important look into the teachings and lives of

the Desert monks and the monasticism they practiced during this time period. The Father

311 Hellen Dayton, “On the Use of Luke 10:38-42: Jesus in the House of Mary and Martha,” StPatri 44 (2010), 207.
312 In particular, there were two popular collections: the alphabetical collection known as the apophthegmata patrum
alphabetica (APalph) and the later systematic collection which was categorized by theme, known as the
apophthegmata patrum systematica (APsys). See John Wortley, “Introduction” in The Book of the Elders: Sayings
of the Desert Fathers, The Systematic Collection CSS 240 (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2012), xiii-xxi for a
discussion on the different manuscript traditions of the text.
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Silvanus was, according to tradition, a Palestinian who led twelve disciples into the Sinai region
in 380 CE.31 Twelve sayings are attributed to him in the Alphabetical Collection of Sayings
(APalph). In the 5th one, the story of Mary and Martha begins and ends a particularly amusing
story:

A brother went to see Abba Silvanus on the mountain of Sinai. When he saw the

brothers working hard he said to the old man, “Do not labour for the food which

perishes (John 6:27). Mary has chosen the good portion. The old man said to the

his disciple, ‘Zacharias, give the brother a book and put him in his cell without

anything else.”3!
The brother remains in his cell all day and after dinner wonders why no one has come to get him
for a meal. He eventually wanders out to ask Abba Silvanus why this happened. Abba Silvanus
responds to him:

‘Because you are a spiritual man and do not need that kind of food. We, being

carnal, want to eat and that is why we work. But you have chosen the good

portion and read the whole day long and you do not want to eat carnal food.’

When he heard these words, the brother made a prostration, saying ‘Forgive me,

Abba.’ The old man said to him ‘Mary needs Martha. It is really thanks to Martha

that Mary is praised.”3!®
Abba Silvanus reversed the usual way of reading the story of Mary and Martha. In the beginning
of the story, we see the newly arrived brother offer the interpretation of the story that we have
come to expect. One should not be distracted by earthly work; one should be engaged constantly
in prayer and study of the Word of God. Silvanus, however, rejects this reading and he elevates

Martha’s behavior as necessary for sustaining Mary, and he presents his disciple with the

impossibility of always choosing the act of contemplation.

313 Benedicta Ward, The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, 222.
314 Sjlvanus, APalph 5 (Ward, 222)
315 |bid.
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In the systematic collection of the sayings (APsys), this story is found in the chapter on
the monastic virtue of discretion or discernment.®!® This chapter begins with the assertion from
Anthony that “There are some who wore their bodies away with askesis but became far from
God because they did not have discernment.”!” This is one of the longest chapters in the entire
collection with example after example of the Desert Fathers and Mothers attempting to instruct
their disciples on the importance of properly discerning situations as they arise. One Abba,
Achilles, denies two men a net, but grants the third one’s request of a net, because of the specific
condition of that man’s soul.3!® Another, Abba Poemon, instructs some disciples to fight their
passions, whereas others he instructs to flee from them.3!° All of these reflect a concern for
ultimatums which could lead to the destruction of the souls of their followers.

In Silvanus’s interpretation on Mary and Martha, we see such a concern for proper
discernment in his rejection of an extreme reading of Luke 10:38-42 that would view any work at
all as inherently negative. Taking it to its logical conclusion, Silvanus points out that no one
would be able to eat if the monastic community never engaged in physical labor. In a way, this
seems similar to Cassian’s argument that no one is able to sit and contemplate God all the time,
but Silvanus takes the point even further when he makes an exegetical point that has mostly been
ignored. If Martha had not been the one serving and hosting Jesus, Mary would not have been
able to sit at his feet in the first place. He aptly observes that it is only because of Martha’s
service that Mary is able to choose the better part, earning her Jesus’s praise. Silvanus shows that

while contemplating God is indeed a worthy goal, one still needs to eat. Physical service is

316APsys 10.99 (Wortley, 166). It should be noted that there are chapters on the journey to spiritual perfection as
well as on hospitality, but there are no references to Luke 10:38-42 in those sections.

317APsys 10.1 (Wortley, 143).

318APsys 10.18 (Wortley, 146)

319 APsys 10.38 (Wortley 152).
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necessary, and not something that should be condemned by those who think they have achieved a
higher level of spirituality. In this argument, Silvanus mirrors Origen’s claim that both the active
and contemplative life are valuable and necessary to the Christian. With his focus on
discernment, he represents a break with the interpretations we have seen so far, however,
because he does not present the two sisters on a spiritual journey. His focus seems to be on the
realities of the Christian life in the present and, as such, his reading does not reflect any
eschatological concern. His message is practical and offers a warning against monastic readings
that would take the story of Mary and Martha to a dangerous extreme.

Ephrem and Basil: Different Directions

Each of the above authors expand upon ideas found in Origen’s interpretation of Luke

10:38-42. Even though they each use his ideas in different ways and to create their own
theological arguments, they are still focused on the two sisters as a way to discuss the
relationship between service and contemplation. There are other voices within the monastic
tradition, however, that reflect different interpretive concerns other than the ones introduced by
Origen. While these voices reflect a minority position within monastic literature, they are
important to note briefly. Ephrem’s Commentary on the Diatesseron and Basil’s Long Rule
show these alternative readings.

Ephrem
In his Commentary on the Diatesseron, Ephrem’s interpretation of Luke 10:38-42

represents a notable departure from the readings we have studied so far. Ephrem lived and wrote

in the 4th century, spending most of his life in the caves close to Edessa.®?® While he did not

320 Carmel McCarthy, “Introduction,” in Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on the Diatesseron JSSS 2 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1993), 10. For a discussion of the degree that Ephrem practiced asceticism and the ways his
lifestyle might have been embellished by later biographers, see Joseph P. Amar, “Christianity at the Crossroads,”
Religion and Literature 43(2), 2011: 1-21.
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adopt a completely eremetic lifestyle like the Desert Fathers, he did appear to practice a strict
form of asceticism near Edessa. He wrote homilies, poetry, hymns, commentaries and treatises,
and his works are some of the most important Syriac texts from the 4th century. He interprets the
story of Mary and Martha briefly:

Mary came and sat at his feet. This was as though she were sitting upon firm

ground at the feet of him who had forgiven the sinful woman her sins. For she had

put on a crown in order to enter into the kingdom of the First-Born. She had

chosen the better portion, the Benefactor, the Messiah himself alone as it is said,

“It will never be taken away from her.” Martha’s love was more fervent that

Mary’s, for before he had arrived there, she was ready to serve him, Do you not

care for me that you should tell my sister to help me? When he came to raise

Lazarus to life, she ran and came out first.32
Ephrem makes the surprising claim that Martha actually loved Christ more than Mary for two
reasons. First, she was ready to serve him even before he arrived. Second, after the death of
Lazarus and Jesus’s subsequent arrival (in John 11:20), she ran out to meet him first when her
sister stayed behind at home. For Ephrem, this is evidence that Martha actually loved Jesus more,
despite the fact he still grants that Mary has received the “kingdom of the First Born.” The
surprise is that he begins his interpretation in such a way that one expects him to claim that Mary
loved Jesus more. He connects Mary sitting at the feet of Jesus to the story of the sinful woman
who washes Jesus’s feet (Luke 7:36-50), but it should be noted that he does not confuse the
two.322 They are still separate characters, and he states that by doing so, Mary of Bethany is able

to receive a crown.®? Furthermore, he grants that her portion will never be taken away and that

portion is the Messiah himself. Only then does he claim that Martha actually loved more.

321Ephrem, Commentary on the Diatessaron, 8.15.

322 Origen also has a connection to the sinful woman in Luke 7:38 in his interpretation in Fr.Luc. 171. See the above
section on Origen’s second interpretation.

323 The conflation of Mary with other biblical Marys and women will be discussed more in-depth in chapter 5.
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Regrettably, he does not develop this interpretation any further. We have no more
information about Martha’s reward or any other comparison to her sister that would give us
insight into how his view aligns or diverges from the other readings we have seen. It is enough
for our purposes, however, to note that he does in fact place Martha’s love for Christ above her
sister and that this is a distinctive perspective, particularly in the 4th century.

Basil

Basil of Caesarea takes an entirely different approach in his interpretation of Mary and
Martha. Basil was a 4th century theologian and monk, who became one of the most important
figures in the development of coenobitic life. Coming from a devoutly Christian family (which
would eventually produce three bishops, a monk and a nun), he studied rhetoric, theology and the
arts. He traveled widely, most notably to Athens and Caesarea. Eventually, he felt compelled to
forsake the secular and adopt the ascetic lifestyle. Drawing upon his own experience of the
Desert Fathers, he adapted the monastic system into what monasticism would come to look like
in the West. He created a strict and detailed set of guidelines for how monasteries should
function, called the Long Rule, and wrote many other ascetic discourses and homilies. He
discusses the story of Mary and Martha in two locations: the Long Rule 20.3 and Moral Rule
38.1 Uniquely, he does not focus on Mary at all, but rather focuses specifically on Martha and
the proper way to show hospitality to one’s guests.3>*

First, in the Moral Rule 38.1, he states: “The Christian should offer his brother simple

and unpretentious hospitality.”3? He follows this with scriptural warrants and quotes John 6:8-11

324 Evagrius also discusses hospitality in his interpretation but he also pulls in other themes such as listening to the
word of God. Basil ignores those other themes.
325Basil, Moral Rules 38.1.
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and Luke 10:38-42 in full with no additional comment.3?® He fleshes out this interpretation in
more detail in the Long Rule, however, where he argues that Martha’s problem was that she was
too focused on preparing a multitude of dishes for her guests:

If you also change your daily fare, then, for rare quality or abundance in food to

please a brother's palate, you imply that he takes delight in sensual pleasure and

you heap reproaches upon him for his gluttony by the very preparations you

make, since you thus accuse him of finding pleasure in such things. In fact, have

we not often guessed who or what sort of guest was expected, upon seeing the

appearance and quality of the preparations? The Lord did not praise Martha for

being anxious about much serving, but He said: "Thou art careful and art troubled

about many things; few things-nay, one thing only is necessary': ‘few things'-that

is, for the preparation of the meal, and 'one thing'-that is, the purpose, namely, to

satisfy need.3?’
As one can see, Basil does not discuss Mary at all in this passage. Instead he uses the story of
Martha to discuss the kind of hospitality one should prepare for visitors. He argues that by
preparing too many dishes, one misses the point of hospitality, which is simply to satisfy the
immediate needs of one’s guests. If a person prepares too many or too extravagant of dishes, then
he could actually insult his guests, because it could be inferred that he believes them to be
gluttonous. The reason behind Jesus’s reproach of Martha is not rooted in her dismay over her
sister’s behavior, but instead is rooted in her concern about the appearance and quality of her
preparations. This anxiety meant she could not focus on the one necessary thing: meeting the
basic needs of her guest, Jesus.

Basil’s interpretation of the passage is a departure from the interpretations of Origen and

other monastic interpreters.3?® There is no mention of Mary’s behavior and the importance of

326 |t should be noted that he quotes the longer variant of Luke 10:41-42: “Martha, Martha, you are careful and are
troubled about many things: few things, nay, one thing only is necessary.”

327 Basil, Long Rule 20.3

328 An interpretation that is more line with predominant interpretive tendency can be found in the Monastic
Constitution 1.1. This text was originally attributed to Basil but most scholars today agree that it was not written by
him. It is suggested, however, that the author of this text (perhaps Eustathios of Sebastia) was highly influenced by
Basil and his form of monasticism. For our purposes, the monastic constitutions presents a view highly similar to
Cassian on the topic of Mary and Martha, concluding: ““H yép Bswpia tdv pabnudatov dvadédnke tod cdpotog v
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contemplation over action.3?® There is no spiritual hierarchy or discussion of the journey toward
Christian perfection. That said, Basil offers an interpretation that is still rooted in the details of
the text itself. He interprets the “many things” not as a reference to earthly things more broadly,
but rather as a specific reference to the amount of dishes Martha is preparing and thus, the
passage offers insight into Jesus’s view of proper hospitality. Martha’s story becomes a prime
example for the monastic community on how to prepare for guests, serving as warning not to
overdo it.

These two works are important because they reveal that there was a diversity even within
the ascetic tradition over how to properly interpret the story of Mary and Martha. As seen, both
of these texts diverge from the themes introduced by Origen. Moreover, each text is clearly
rooted in an close exegetical reading of the story itself, but focusing on different details. Ephrem
focuses on Martha’s preparedness to serve while Basil focuses on the theme of hospitality. While
the major part of early monastic tradition treated the two sisters as paradigms the stages of the
Christian spiritual journey, it is important to recognize that other interpretations existed as well.
Conclusion

This overview of early monastic interpretations of Luke 10:38-42 enable several
conclusions. First, Origen was undeniably an influential interpreter of the passage, and his
interpretation in Fr.Luc 171 set the stage for the direction of interpretations in the centuries to

come. Origen introduced the paradigm of Martha and Mary representing action and

dakoviav.” This has led Hellen Dayton to claim that the Monastic Constitution contain a summary of the orthodox
interpretation of Luke 10:38-42 (“On the Use of Luke 10:38-42: Jesus in the House of Mary and Martha,” 208). The
dating and the authorship being so uncertain, however, places it beyond the scope of this chapter.

329 Bovon argues that this reading shows Basil’s appropriation of Origen’s reading about the primacy of the
contemplative life, but | disagree (Bovon, Luke, 2:76). Basil does not seem to be concerned with Origen’s
interpretation here. This is not to say that Basil would disagree with Origen about the contemplative life, but rather
to state that Basil highlighted a different part of the passage in order to discuss a different issue.
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contemplation as two different virtues needed for a Christian life. His interpretation does not end
with that distinction, however. He also introduces a hierarchy between the two sisters being at
different stages along their respective spiritual journeys, with Mary having a deeper
understanding of the essentials of the Christian faith. Origen is also responsible for presenting
the interpretation that Martha is somatic and distracted by worldly things, whereas her sister is
focused on only the spiritual. As we have seen, these interpretations in different ways would be
adopted, expanded and occasionally ignored or contradicted by the readers who would follow,
but Origen’s reading is clearly the lens through which many monastic interpreters view the story.

For many scholars, the claim that Origen’s reading of contemplation and action becomes
the monastic reading ends the discussion.®3° But Origen himself contains more than just one
reading and by focusing on this one, the other interpretations are ignored. Origen’s multi-faceted
reading holds together a tension between the two different types of behavior represented by the
two sisters, and he deals with that tension in multiple ways. An overconcentration on Origen’s
first reading, however, has led to a lack of serious scholarship on how the different monastic
readers interpreted this text and consequently, the complexity and creativity of later monastic
interpreters has been overlooked.

Even the writers who follow Origen’s general interpretive structure often diverge and
expand upon it in some important ways. For instance, in the Liber Graduum, the author uses
Mary and Martha to represent the Perfect and the Upright, using the idea of spiritual
development seen in Origen to argue that Mary is further along her journey. He expands it,
however, by introducing the concept of taking up the cross as a way to further explain their

differences. Ps. Macarius uses a similar metric to argue that Mary’s behavior and her focus on

330 See pg 1, fn 2 above.
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the spiritual ultimately leads her to perfection, the mingling of her soul with God’s soul.
Interestingly, however, Martha’s physical service will ultimately also lead her to the same goal,
only later than her sister. Cassian focuses on Mary’s behavior as contemplation and how this
meditating on God ultimately leads her to see God. Martha’s behavior, while also good, is rooted
in the physical and eventually will pass away. Cassian, like Origen, holds both behaviors as part
of the same person, only instead of seeing them as equally important, Cassian ranks them with
contemplation always being preferable. These authors clearly draw on Origen in their readings,
but do not simply repeat them.

All three of these writers also introduce an explicitly eschatological reading of this
passage lacking in Origen. They are concerned with the eternal consequences of the different
behaviors. Each author uses the story to discuss what the better part, that which will never be
taken away from Mary, actually is. For the author of the Liber Graduum, being one of the Perfect
means that one receives the Spirit of God and this is the better part. For Ps. Macarius, Mary’s
soul becomes mingled with God and this is the eternal goal. For Cassian, one sees God and the
eternal, and this will be more fully known after all the physical things of this earth have passed
away. This focus on the better part and its eternal implications is a core theme shared by most
monastic readers that is mostly absent in Origen’s interpretations.

Beyond expanding upon Origen’s reading, there are also significant pieces of Origen’s
multi-part interpretation that are not focused on by later interpreters. For instance, many of the
Scriptural parallels he attaches to Luke 10:38-42 are not used by the later readers. Romans 2:29
and the concept of “Jews in secret” drops out of the later interpretations. Similarly, the
comparison between the Gentile Church and Jewish synagogue disappears. In part, this reflects

the different contexts of the writers. Origen lives in Alexandria, a diverse cultural community
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where it is clear that he has engaged with Judaism. Cassian, on the other hand, does not have the
same concern, living in a much different cultural context in a coenobitic Christian community.
These different contexts affected which interpretations were useful for later interpreters and
therefore, several pieces of Origen’s interpretations ultimately fall out of the conversation.

Furthermore, we can see that some monastic writers diverge from or even disagreed the
basic roadmap Origen introduced. In the Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Silvanus pushes back
against the prevalent monastic reading that contemplation like Mary’s should be practiced all the
time at the expense of any physical work. He shows the impracticality of such a reading and
offers that Mary is only capable of listening to Jesus because her sister had already done all the
work. Ephrem argues that Martha’s behavior shows that she actually loved Jesus more than her
sister because she was willing to serve him. Basil ignores the larger argument entirely and
instead uses the story to argue for modest practices of hospitality. This shows that while Origen
did inform the direction most monastic interpreters took in their readings, his reading was not the
only reading and in fact, other important monastic figures exegeted the story in other ways.
There is a plurality of monastic interpretations in the 4th and 5th centuries.

Sweeping claims about the so-called “monastic reading” of this story should therefore be
avoided, but some generalizations can be made. First, this overview shows that the monastic
interpreters understood this story to be an important text for understanding the newly developing
monastic world. The tension between Mary and Martha reflected monastic concerns between the
different types of Christian behavior and thus, the story is interpreted through that lens, even
though the specific monastic contexts shape the way the story is ultimately read. The author of
the Liber Graduum, for instance, is wrestling with two different groups of believers (the Upright

and the Perfect) under his care with very different ways of practicing their faith. Luke’s story of
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Mary and Martha allows his use of scripture to further explore the implications of those
differences and the eternal distinction between the two. The Perfect and the Upright is a central
theme for this author, and Luke 10:38-42 is one of the core biblical examples that he turns to in
order to explain it.

Similarly, we see that Ps. Macarius is concerned with the idea of souls mingling with
God’s soul as the ultimate goal of Christianity. In Luke 10:38-42, he finds two biblical examples
to discuss the different journeys believers take to reach that goal. Cassian uses the story when he
is discussing what it means to cling to God always and how the Christian should turn their gaze
to God. This is a core theme throughout the Conferences, and the story of Mary and Martha is
used to further explicate his understanding of contemplation. The two sisters are an important
scriptural reference for each of these authors as they turn to discuss central themes of their
understanding of discipleship. Their readings are not simply reheated ideas inherited from
Origen but rather creative interpretations that speak to their specific concerns.

Second, in none of these interpretations is there a focus on the gender of Mary and
Martha. They are primarily viewed as disciples and as such, their story is used to instruct both
men and women believers. Other than one reference in the Liber Graduum to Mary instructing
other women, gender is never even mentioned. While many feminist readers have viewed this as
an unfortunate abstraction that ignores the reality of their genders, I would argue that by
presenting the two women as disciples of Christ and highlighting this as their primary identifying
marker, the monastic interpreters are actually elevating them.33! Mary and Martha become key
figures in the discussion how best to practice the faith alongside other biblical heroes like Moses

and Paul. Their discipleship is not diminished because they are women.

331 Schussler-Fiorenza, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation, 54-55.
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Third, the tension and paradoxical nature of the story that we discussed in chapter 2 still
exists in these interpretations as well. The monastic authors wrestle with how to understand
Martha and Jesus’s response to her. While we find that Mary is viewed in a better light in most
of these stories, Martha is never viewed negatively. Her service can never be fully dismissed.
Martha also receives the same reward as her sister though in a different way. Physical service is
still seen as necessary even if it is not as desirable as contemplation. We see it in the fact that the
Perfect need the Upright and in the fact that even Cassian acknowledges that no one can meditate
all the time. Mary’s way might be better but Martha’s is acceptable too. This reveals that these
interpreters recognize that this story gets to a core tension with the Christian faith more broadly.
They are careful readers who understand that there is a complicated relationship in Christianity
between physical acts of service and spiritual practices.

In conclusion, the monastic interpreters of Luke 10:38-42 highlight concerns that are
evident in the text itself. While Origen introduces a basic roadmap for interpretation, different
authors writing in specific monastic contexts interpret the passage in a such way that it speaks to
the needs of each community. Their readings elevate Mary and Martha as disciples of Christ and
reflect a concern for how to best practice the Christian faith. By escaping overly simplistic
claims about how monastic readers engaged with this text, we are able to better see how their
interpretations highlight concerns embedded in the text itself that have often been missing from

modern discussions of Luke 10:38-42.
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Chapter Four: Patristic Preachers

Even now, you see, we do enjoy something of that [better part]. You've left your shops and
offices, you've laid aside your family matters, you've gathered here, you are standing still and
listening; insofar as you are doing this, you are like Mary. And it's easier for you to do what
Mary does, than for me to do what Christ does. However, if | do say anything that is Christ's,
that's why it nourishes you, because it is Christ's, because it's our common bread, which | too
live on, if in fact | live.332

Introduction

In this chapter, | focus on a selection of early Christian preaching on Luke 10:38-42. My
attention to these sermons, however, does not imply a hard and fast line between monastic
writers and preachers. After all, many monastic figures were also preachers, and many ecclesial
leaders were deeply influenced by monasticism. But in this chapter, | want to show that the
passage was being received beyond the walls of the monastery by various congregations in the
early Christian world. After the legalization of Christianity in the 4th century, larger numbers of
people were coming to hear the scriptures being preached, and lectionary readings and homilies
were the primary means through which ordinary people encountered the biblical narratives, since
they had very little access to the Bible as a written text.>® This leads us to the question: how was
the Bible heard by these diverse groups, by the men and women, rich and poor, lay and ordained,
who made up the congregations? Homilies on Mary and Martha’s encounter with Jesus can give
us a unique insight into how this story was being interpreted for congregations in the 4th and 5th
centuries.

While the passage is featur